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PEEFACE TO THE FIEST EDITION 


This book is (as its title imports) an introduction to 
tbe study of tbe law of the constitution ; it does not 
pretend to be even a summary, much less a complete 
account of constitutional law. It deals only with 
two or three guiding principles which pervade the 
modem constitution of England. My object in pub- 
lishing the work is to provide students with a manual 
which may impress these leading principles on their 
minds, and thus may enable them to study with 
benefit in Blackstone’s Commentaries and other 
treatises of the like nature those legal topics which, 
taken together, make up the constitutional law of 
England. In furtherance of this design I have not 
only emphasised the doctrines (such, for example, as 
the sovereignty of Parliament) which are the founda- 
tion of the existing constitution, but have also 
constantly illustrated English constitutionalism by 
comparisons between it and the constitutionalism on 
the one hand of the United States, and on the other 
of the French Eepublic. Whether I have in any 
measure attained my object must be left to the 
judgment of my readers. It may perhaps be allow- 
able to remind them that a book consisting of 
actually delivered lectures must, even though revised 
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for publication, exhibit the characteristics inseparable 
from oral exposition, and that a treatise on the 
principles of the law of the constitution differs in its 
scope and pumose, as well from a constitutional 
history of England as from works like Bagehot’s 
incomparable English Constitution, which analyse 
the practical working of our complicated system of 
modem Parliamentary government. 

If, however, I insist on the fact that my book has 
a special aim of its own, nothing is further from my 
intention than to underrate the debt which I owe 
to the labours of the lawyers and historians who 
have composed works on the English constitution. 
Not a page of my lectures could have been written 
without constant reference to writers such as Black- 
stone, Hallam, Hearn, G-ardiner, or Freeman, whose 
books are in the hands of every student. To three 
of these authors in particular I am so deeply indebted 
that it is a duty no less than a pleasure to make special 
acknowledgment of the extent of my obligations. 
Professor Hearn’s Government of England has taught 
me more than any other single work of the way 
in which the labours of lawyers established in early 
times the elementary principles which form the basis 
of the constitution. Mr. Gardiner’s History of Eng- 
land has suggested to me the conclusion on which, 
confirmed as I found it to be by aU the information I 
could collect about French administrative law, stress 
is frequently laid in the course of the following pages, 
that the views of the prerogative maintained by 
Crown lawyers under the Tudors and the Stuarts 
bear a marked resemblance to the legal and adminis- 
trative ideas which at the present day under the 
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Tliird Republic still support the droit administratif 
of France. To my friend and colleague Mr. Freeman 
I owe a debt .of a somewhat difierent nature. His 
Growth of the English Constitution has been to me 
a model (far easier to admire than to imitate) of the 
mode in which dry and even abstruse topics may be 
made the subject of efiective and popular exposition. 
The clear statement which that work contains of the 
difierence between our so-called “ written law ” and 
“ our conventional constitution,” originally led me to 
seek for an answer to the inquiry, what may be the 
true source whence constitutional understandings, 
which are not laws, derive their binding power, whilst 
the equally vigorous statements contained in the 
same book of the aspect in which the growth of the 
constitution presents itself to an historian forced 
upon my attention the essential difference between 
the historical and the legal way of regarding our 
iustitutions, and compelled me to consider whether 
the habit of looking too exclusively at the steps by 
which the constitution has been developed does not 
prevent students from paying sufficient attention to 
the law of the constitution as it now actually exists. 
The possible weakness at any rate of the historical 
method as applied to the growth of institutions, is 
that it may induce men to think so much of the 
way in which an institution has come to be what it 
is, that they cease to consider with sufficient care 
what it is that an institution has become. 


All Souls College, 
Oxford, 1885. 


A. V. DICEY. 





PREFACE TO THE NINTH EDITION 


In each, successive edition up to and iucluding the 
seventh Professor Dicey amended the text so as to 
“embody any change ia or afiecting the Constitu- 
tion ” which had occurred in the twenty-three years 
which had elapsed since 1885. For it was the rnaiu 
features of the constitution of that year which Dicey 
set out to describe. When the time came in 1914^ 
for a last edition by the author he thought it expedient 
to adopt a different course. This involved leaving the 
text iu a form which achieved finahty iu 1908 and pre- 
ceding it by an Introduction to serve two pxirposes : 
(1) to trace and comment on the efiect upon the main 
principles of the constitution of changes of law or of 
the working of the constitution during the period be- 
tween 1886 and 1914, as the author had expoimded 
it ; and (2) to state and analyse the main constitu- 
tional ideas which could in 1914 fairly be called new, 
either because they had come into existence or had 
begun to exert a new influence during that period. 
It is in this Introduction that Dicey argued against 
women’s suffrage, proportional representation and 
imperial federation (the last-named with the dislike 

^ The eighth edition was published in 1916, but the Preface is 
dated in the previous year. 
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of one velieniently opposed to Home E,ule)d The 
fourth new constitutional idea of the referendum 
found favour. The influence of Dicey lies in the 
principles stated in the body of the book, not in the 
arguments advanced in support of, or in opposition to 
new constitutional ideas which were not rules of law 
and were still matters of contemporary controversy. 
I have, therefore, after anxious consideration and 
consultation with colleagues decided to eliminate all 
reference to that part of the Introduction which 
dealt with the four constitutional ideas which Dicey 
discussed as new in 1914. The numerous notes in 
the Appendix upon special topics which were a 
feature of the last edition have also (with two excep- 
tions) been omitted. For they were in the nature of 
supplements to his lectures, and in the main dealt 
with topics upon which the student of to-day has 
easy access to more adequate material ia his text- 
books. In their place I have attempted (1) to 
explain the nature of administrative law both in 
England and (with the aid of a French colleague) in 
France ; (2) to give a short account of the liabilities 
of the State and its agencies in the ordinary courts ; 
(3) to emphasise and to criticise in some detail the 
present position of the law of public meetings and 
the rules which restrict freedom of discussion. For 
it is apparent that it is in this sphere that the rule 
of the common law plays its most important part 
to-day in constitutional matters. The author’s 
appendix: on the Swiss Constitution has been retained 
in a revised form, because students have no ready 
means of access to literature in English upon this 

^ See Rait, Mmxyrials of Albert Venn Dicey (1925), ch. viii. 
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interesting example of federal government. The 
note on the duty of soldiers in dealing with unlawful 
assemhhes is also retained, as it can only be traced 
elsewhere in a White Paper. 

I have attempted briefly to summarise in the 
Introduction to this edition the earlier part of the 
Introduction of 1914 which reflected the author’s 
opinion of changes in the law and working of the 
constitution so far as these afiected the main prin- 
ciples which he deduced. Accordingly I have set 
myself the task of writing a new Introduction deahng, 
on the lines of a comparison between 1885 (and to 
some extent 1914) and 1938, with the author’s three 
principles — “ first the legislative sovereignty of Parha- 
ment — secondly the universal rule or supremacy 
throughout the constitution of ordinary law — ^thirdly 
(though here we tread on more doubtful and specula- 
tive ground) the dependence in the last resort of the 
conventions upon the law of the constitution.” ^ 

By 1914 the author was convinced that the text 
would not gain from further editing, even at his 
hands. The text, therefore, as it appeared in 1908, 
and again unaltered in 1914, remains intact in this 
new edition, except that I have followed the author s 
practice of introducing a few references to new law 
in the footnotes. The book is a classic and I, for 
one, «hnnV from claiming to rewrite the constitution 
of 1938 upon the same lines. Moreover, I should 
regard any attempt to reproduce Dicey in modern 
guise as vandalism. The twentieth century has its 
own. distinguished names in the field of constitutional 
law— Sir Maurice Gwyer and A. Berriedale Keith, 

1 1st ed. (1885), p. 34 ; 8th ed. (1916), p. 34 ; 9th ed., p. 35, jw«<. 
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the editors of Anson, TAe Law and Custom of the 
Constitution, the latter pre-eminent in the field of 
imperial public law, D. L. Keir and F. H. Lawson, 
the compilers of the well-known case book with its 
admirable introductory chapters on twelve aspects 
of constitutional law, and finally W. I. Jennings, whose 
The Law and the Constitution and Cabinet Govern- 
ment together with many other important contribu- 
tions to public law have established his reputation as 
the leading exponent of his subject, and in particular 
as Dicey’s most formidable critic. The Law and the 
Constitution contains some devastating criticisms of 
Dicey’s reasoning. Dr. Jennings^ argues that the 
three principles of the sovereignty of Parliament, 
the rule of ordinary law and the dependence of 
conventions upon law are based upon certain assump- 
tions due to Dicey’s adherence to the Whig tradition 
in politics. Certainly the rule of law, the doctrine 
upon which most reliance has been placed, assumes 
that the purpose of the constitution is to protect 
individual rights. 

It is q^uestionable whether any writer upon the 
subject of the constitution can entirely eliminate his 
own political predilections. Even if, as with Dicey, 
he endeavours to restrict his exposition to rules 
which he considers are directly or indirectly recog- 
nised by the courts, he must show the rules in what 
Dr. Jennings calls their ideological context, if the 
picture is accurately to reflect the truth. Here is to 
be found, at ail events in part, the difficulty which 

especially “In Praise of Dicey” in PiMic Administration, 
vol. xiii, 2 (1935), and The Law and the Constitutim (2nd ed., 1938), 
passim. 
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any literal acceptance of tlie rule of law causes to-day. 
It is not that the protection of fundamental rights of 
the citizen with regard to personal liberty has 
ceased to be important. On the contrary the great 
political parties of to-day can at least agree that 
freedom of speech and freedom from arbitrary 
detention are essential characteristics of a democracy, 
and safeguards against authoritarianism. But in 
addition the State has become the means of pro- 
viding services for the greater part of its subjects — 
not only services like the armed forces or the police 
designed to maintain order, but social services such 
as education, public health, housing, medical attend- 
ance, insurance against the risks of unemployment, 
old age, widowhood and orphanage, the relief of 
poverty (apart from insurance), the provision of 
ordinary conveniences like gas, water and electricity, 
and even in some cases of savings banks facilities. 

The State too has established regulatory services 
which control the development of land and the road 
transport industry : it has taken power to acquire the 
coal resources from the owners of minerals, established 
a central organisation for the production of electricity, 
vested the passenger transport services of London in 
an independent board, restricted the profits paid to 
capital invested in certain public utility under- 
takings, expropriated the tithe owners and created a 
monopoly in broadcasting. The truth is that, as 
politicians always boast, the constitution has been 
evolving, and the emphasis which in 1886 as well as 
in 1914 Dicey placed upon his principles has changed. 
This change has been accelerated by the pace at 
which the sphere of modem governmental agencies 
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has developed. But his book rightly remains 
honoured and read by students of law, of political 
science and of history as well as by the practising 
politician. A book of this character cannot be 
edited upon the lines of a legal text-book. Its 
author’s word stands for all time as his opinion 
with the text of which no edition by another hand 
should tamper. 

Just as Dicey attempted no text-book of the 
constitution, so I have not endeavoured to complete 
the picture by elaborating the details of the modem 
constitutional machine, but have confined myself in 
the Introduction to reviewing in the light of the 
present those aspects of the constitution which 
Dicey used to illustrate his principles. It is not 
my object to defend Dicey against his critics here or 
on the Continent. Indeed it is generally conceded 
that his views on administrative law {Aroit adminis- 
tratif) both in England and in France have been 
responsible for a good deal of misunderstanding 
among Frenchmen and Englishmen of each other’s 
systems, even at the time when they first appeared ; 
while the doctrine of legal supremacy of Parliament 
had hindered an appreciation in this country of the 
implications of Dominion status. 

Beading and re-reading the text as I have done 
during the past twelve months, I prefer to emphasise 
my impression that much of what Dicey wrote is of 
value as well as interest to-day, though I have freely 
stated my reasons for disagreeing with some of his 
conclusions. To the historian who seeks to appre- 
ciate the outlook of a notable adherent of the Whig 
school of pohtical thought in the later years of 
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Queen Victoria, tlie merit of the work needs no 
recommendation. The lawyer or the statesman who 
has first studied the constitution as it is to-day, can 
find in Dicey as perhaps nowhere else the emphasis 
on fundamental aspects of that constitution over 
fifty years ago as it appeared to one who was a firm 
adherent to a particular school of political thought 
then current. If he doubts Dicey’s interpretation of 
the sovereignty of Parliament and of the rule of 
law in the light of modem conditions, let him reflect 
that that great man has also given us at a later date 
Law and Opinion in England in the Nineteenth Century 
in which he foresaw, though with obvious reluctance, 
many of the trends of policy which have been accepted 
by modem Governments. Dicey has a further claim 
to fame in that his Conflict of Laws, his most sub- 
stantial work, didmuch to establish on a firm footing the 
study of private international law, then in its infancy. 

I have always felt that Dicey’s reputation as a 
constitutional lawyer has suffered from the attempts 
by his successors to erect the constitutional ideas 
which he expounded into axiomatic principles which 
must abide for all time. But he himself writing in 
1885 felt compelled “ to consider whether the habit 
of looking too exclusively at the steps by which the 
constitution has been developed does not prevent 
students from paying sufficient attention to the law 
of the constitution as it now actually exists.” ^ 
And he was conscious of the danger of the historical 
method as appHed to the growth of institutions, lest 
it might induce men to consider with insufficient 
care what it is that an institution has become. 

1 Preface, 1st ed., p. vii, ante. 
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It is idle to speculate as to the extent to wliicli 
Dicey miglit have changed his views, had he been 
writing of the constitution in 1938. My task is to 
summarise some of the modifications which he 
himself suggested as well as to discuss the application 
of his guiding principles imder modem conditions. 
With the exception of the rule, “ the Crown can do 
no wrong,” no addition is suggested to these three 
principles. It is worth attention that Dicey’s critics 
suggest no more. They are concerned to determine 
whether his principles are right or wrong rather 
than to suggest that there may be others. They 
are agreed, however doubtfully, that there is one 
fundamental principle — ^namely, that in the eyes of 
the law Parliament is supreme.^ They recognise 
the value of his analysis of Cabinet conventions, 
though they cannot accept his reasons for their 
observance. But they reject, and I believe rightly, 
his conception of the rule of law and his views on 
the nature of droii administrcAif. Yet it is his con- 
ception of the rule of law which has influenced the 
development of public law in this country far more 
than his other principles. 

The chief difficulty which I have found in writing 
the editorial introduction has been the realisation 
that in common with most contemporary students 
of the constitution I understand by administrative 
law something entirely different in scope from Dicey’s 
conception. To Dicey it meant, and very definitely 
meant, only the principles which governed disputes 
between the State and its subjects as determined by 
courts other than regular courts applying the civil 

^ Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 63-64. 
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and criminal law {corttentieux administralif). Tlie 
view current to-day is that administrative law covers 
the whole field of public a dminis tration, its organs 
and their functions, both powers and duties. Con- 
tentieux ad/ministratif, or administrative jurisdiction, 
is but a small part of this field, though along with 
delegated legislation it has aroused the criticisms and 
the professional jealousies of lawyers to such an 
extent that the rest of the vast field of administra- 
tive activity has developed, until recently, virtually 
Tinheeded by the more conservative constitutional 
lawyers in this country. Some who have sought to 
plead for the recognition of administrative law have 
confined themselves to defending delegated legisla- 
tive power and administrative jurisdiction. They 
have explained these powers as qualifications of the 
rule of law along with the immunities of the Crown 
as litigant. This was the approach dictated by the 
terms of reference of the Committee on Ministers’ 
Powers, 1929-32. The doctrine of the separation of 
powers, limited though its application be to our 
constitution, was the cause, just as to it may be 
attributed Dicey’s meanings of the rule of law. 
Other writers who plead for the recognition of ad- 
ministrative law do not seek to defend delegated 
legislation. They merely call attention to adminis- 
trative powers and their effect on the common law. 

The time has probably come for the problems of 
modem government to be approached with reference 
to functions rather than generalised principles. An 
examination of modem legislation shows that the 
parliamentary draftsman is not bound by any formula 
dictated by the separation of powers and does not 
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regard judicial control of administration as funda- 
mental. Tiie problems that confront bim are too 
complex for solution by the application of theoretical 
formulae. His approach to his task seems to be 
determined by two considerations : (i) to give the 
best job to the best man ; (ii) to devise means for 
supervising the exercise of discretion so conferred.^ 
The result is a mass of enactments displaying a 
technique which is frankly based upon expediency 
and recognises the inadequacy of the common law 
and the methods of its judges to control what has 
been called by one recent writer the law of statutory 
discretions. 

My thanks are due and are cordially rendered to 
those friends with whom I have discussed the diflB.- 
crdties inherent in the delicate task of writing a 
new introduction to a recognised masterpiece. Two 
such friends have been good enough to read both 
the Introduction and the Appendix in manuscript 
and to offer most helpful criticism and encouragement. 
I refrain from mentioning them by name lest they 
should feel barred by the convention which is thought 
by many to preclude reviews by persons whose help 
an author acknowledges in his preface. But I may 
warmly thank Professor Een6 David of the University 
of Grenoble for writing the section on dro^^ adminis- 
traiif 'wYdch. is printed in the Appendix. I hope that 
his contribution will convince those lawyers trained 
in the tradition of the rule of law who stiU harbour 
the fears and doubts about droit administratif to 

^ See “Three Approaches to Administrative Law,” by J. Willis, 
Toronto Law JoumaU vol. i (1935), pp. 53 et seq. 
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whicli Dicey gave expression. I would mention also 
Professor M. Battelli of the University of Geneva, 
and M. J. S. S. Brunsch.vig of tte same University 
and of Trinity College, Cambridge, for tbeir ready 
assistance with passages in tbe author’s text and 
appendix relating to the Swiss Constitution. 

To my friend and former pupil Mr. M. B. Bathurst, 
LL.B. (London), I am deeply indebted for his pains- 
taking and, I believe, most accurate work upon the 
footnote references to the author’s text as well as for 
the preparation of the index. Finally, Miss Kathleen 
Johnson, Secretary to the Master and Fellows of my 
College, has converted an illegible manuscript, oft 
rewritten, into typescript with patience and endur- 
ance which few could equal. Without her help I 
should not have completed within the time at my 
disposal this task, upon which, like many others, she 
has laboured in the past few years greatly to my 
assistance. 


Gonvillb and Caius College, 
Cambridge, August, 1938. 


EMLYN C. S. WADE. 
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INTRODUCTION 


General. — ^Dicey’s warning of the danger of not 
paying “ sufiSicient attention to the law of the con- 
stitution as it now actually exists,” which his study 
of Freeman’s Growth of the English Constitution led 
him to utter, as he tells us in the Preface to the first 
edition of The Law of the Constitution,^ is of even 
greater importance to-day. The constitution of 1938 
is not the constitution of 1885. But so great has 
been the impression made hy the latter work upon 
the study of public law during the past fifty years 
in Great Britain and to some extent upon the 
Continent and in America that, until comparatively 
lately, there has been an even greater danger of 
“ looking too exclusively at the steps by which 
the constitution has been developed,” thus paying 
insufficient attention to the present state of the law. 
The method of depicting the constitution in terms of 
principles rather than by description of its details 
is largely responsible for this. Dicey, moreover, was 
a master of exposition by the written word. He 
impresses the reader as one convinced of the truth 
of his assertions, which accordingly tend to be 
adopted by succeeding generations as axiomatic. 

1 Isted. (1886), Preface, pp. vii and viii ; pp. v-vii, ctwie. 
xxvii 
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It has, however, long been apparent to those 
comparatively few persons who seek to make them- 
selves familiar with all the details of the modem 
governmental machine that the principle of the rule 
of law, with its emphasis upon individual liberty, 
which seemed crystal clear to one nurtured in the 
Whig tradition of laissez faire, is difficult to reconcile 
with a state of afiairs which the administrative 
activities of modern Governments seek to support and 
to augment. Eightly or wrongly (it is immaterial for 
this purpose) government is largely concerned with 
regulating individual liberty of action, a process which 
has been accelerated since 1914 throughout the world. 
Dicey himself recorded in the preface to the second 
edition of Law and Opinion in England during the 
Nineteenth Century, pubbshed in 1914, that “By 
1900 the doctrine of laissez faire, in spite of the large 
element of truth which it contains, had more or less 
lost its hold upon the English people.” He later 
saw with some misgivings the advent of national 
health insurance and legislation to regulate wages 
and conditions of employment in certain important 
industries. There is no need to detail a catalogue 
of the increase in the activities of the State during 
the twentieth century, whether in the form of pro- 
viding public services or of restricting the free play 
of private enterprise. By 1938 it has become obvious 
that the cry is for more and more State regulation. 

The House of Commons, so far from performing 
its former function of resisting the demands of the 
Crown for supply before redress of grievances, has 
become the scene of incessant demand from most 
quarters for public expenditure to remedy a social 
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or economic ill of the body politic. The State in 
1932 abandoned after some eighty years the policy 
of free trade in favour of a measure of protection. 
Incidentally the change introduced a method of 
delegation of the taxing power which left only a veto 
to the House of Commons — a, veto which it cannot 
exercise without defeating the Government. To 
achieve aU this the legal doctrine of parliamentary 
supremacy has operated. No matter how funda- 
mental the change, Parliament can alter the law, 
and the courts must accept it. But if the change 
has the effect of shifting the emphasis of the con- 
stitution from individual liberty to the provision of 
services for the general good, it may be necessary 
to examine not only the restrictions which the courts 
place upon the administration, but the whole field 
of administrative activity which Parliament has 
sanctioned, in order to test whether Dicey’s denial 
of the existence of administrative law in England 
is valid to-day. The sphere of conventions increases 
as the field of constitutional law is recognised as 
extending beyond the Crown (in its exercise of the 
prerogative). Parliament and the courts. Nowadays 
conventions cover the whole field of governmental 
activity ; they make workable a system of Govern- 
ment Departments which is still largely influenced 
by the older and narrower conceptions of the functions 
of the State. They preserve the unity of the British 
Commonwealth and thus ensure the maintenance of 
the Pax Britannica ; for the Statute of Westminster 
— ^itself an attempt to put conventions into terms 
of law — ^is unintelligible as a document and in part 
inoperative, if it is regarded solely as an instrument 
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of statute law. All this raises doubts upon the 
reasons for obedience to conventions. Conventions 
between self-governing States cannot be explained as 
resting upon the sanction of the courts. 

How then must the study of Dicey’s guiding 
principles be approached to-day ? There is a measure 
of confusion among teachers both of history and of 
law. The influence of the Whig tradition upon the 
teaching of history is but slowly declining. Lawyers, 
particularly academic lawyers, are by reason of their 
training schooled in the traditions of the common 
law, with its individualistic outlook, and learned in 
the historical growth of precedent. The common 
law ofEers no precedents for the problems of inter- 
relation between subject and State which the Legis- 
lature calls upon the lawyer to face to-day. Even if 
the beneficent aid of equity be taken into considera- 
tion, it affords few remedies for the grievances of the 
subject against collective action by the State, save 
the clumsy procedural device of the prerogative writs 
for controlling excess of administrative zeal. These 
writs trace their origin back to the prerogative of 
the Crown exercised in favour of its own servants. 
They are now the chief means of restraining un- 
authorised activity by the same Crown which to-day 
personifies the State and many of its agencies. 

For the lawyer, too, there is the need to venture 
into the field of pohtical science, if he is to explain 
even those parts of the constitution which are laws 
in the strict sense in their proper setting. Dicey 
said^ in relation to conventions of the constitution 
that the subject was not one of law, but of politics, 

^ P. Zl,p 08 U 
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and need trouble no lawyer or the class of any 
professor of law, but he was disposed to consider the 
limitation of the political sovereign upon the exercise 
of parliamentary supremacy, and he included the 
political code of conventions in his exposition of the 
constitution. To-day constitutional law and political 
science are divided by a line which it is difhcult to 
distinguish. The modern collectivist State reflects 
in its legislation the political outlook of the times, 
just as Dicey may be regarded as reflecting one 
school of the political philosophy of his day. But 
even apart from this, how could one explain the 
Parliament Act, 1911, without reference to its political 
background % 

It is therefore necessary to be clear how to 
approach the study of the text. Three approaches 
are possible : 

(1) To accept Dicey’s guiding principles, in 
particular the Sovereignty of Parliament and the 
Eule of Law, as true only of the period in which he 
wrote. 

(2) To regard the principles as only partially true of 
the nineteenth century (or even to deny their exist- 
ence) and as inapplicable to any great extent to-day. 

(3) To accept those principles as axiomatic and 
to endeavour to fit them to the changed outlook of 
modern public law. 

The first is the easiest method, for it avoids the 
need for reconciling the present with the past. We 
may hazard the view that the historian of the future 
is more likely to favour the second of these outlooks, 
but the third has been, at all events until lately, the 
approach which has found most favour. 
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Students of law and politics whose interest in 
public law and government has first been aroused by 
studying Tim Law of the Constitviion are prone to 
regard the author’s principles as axiomatic despite 
some signs of misgivings shown by the author in his 
later editions. StiU more true is this of the practi- 
tioner of law and the elder statesman holding public 
office. Among such are to be numbered many of 
the men who have held high judicial office in the 
past twenty years. This attitude is reflected in the 
terms of reference to the Committee on the Powers 
of M i n isters appointed by the Lord Chancellor in 
1929 “ to consider the powers exercised by or under 
the direction of (or by persons or bodies appointed 
specially by) Ministers of the Crown by way of 
(a) delegated legislation and (6) judicial or quasi- 
judicial decision, and to report what safeguards are 
desirable or necessary to secure the constitutional 
principles of the sovereignty of Parliament and the 
supremacy of the Law.” ^ The Committee, it 
may be noted, contained a majority of lawyers and 
some leading public servants. It was appointed 
by a Lord Chancellor, Lord Sankey, who entered a 
Labour Cabinet straight from the Court of Appeal. 
The outbreak of criticism against governmental 
methods which preceded it was fostered by the 
Bar and Bench, led by the Lord Chief Justice, Lord 
Hewart. The agitation received some encourage- 
ment from Dicey’s own University of Oxford, and the 
present holder of the Vinerian Chair was a member 
of the Committee. The critics had accepted as 
axiomatic the doctrine of the sovereignty of Parlia- 

1 Ministers’ Powers Report (Cmd. 4060, 1932), p. 1. 
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ment and regarded the judges as the bulwark against 
interference with personal liberty and private pro- 
perty. Administrative discretion meant arbitrary 
power which Parliament had wrested from the King 
in Coimcil in the seventeenth century. And this 
discretion was growing at an alarming rate. Acts of 
Parliament were used by Ministers as the means of 
delegating powers to themselves both to issue decrees 
having the force of law and to adjudicate disputes 
between subjects and authority. These opinions will 
be perfectly intelligible to readers of Dicey’s text. 

(1) OUTLINE OE THE SUBJECT 

It is important to realise the limits, which the 
author stated in his Outline of the Subject ^ as being 
imposed upon the functions of a professor of con- 
stitutional law, in order to appreciate his choice of 
the three guiding principles which he so fully 
elaborated in the subsequent pages. 

Rules recognised by the courts in their application 
to the several parts of the constitution were his only 
direct concern ; hence the doctrine of the supremacy 
of Parhament, a doctrine which is incontestable as 
a matter of law ; hence also the rule of law imder 
which the courts, applying the common law, pro- 
tected individual liberty of action. The contention 
that conventions of the constitution depended in 
the last resort upon the courts is admitted to be 
doubtful and speculative. The long note on pages 
26-27 reinforces this admission. 

Two things strike the reader with some acquaint- 


B 


1 Pp. 1-35, post. 
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ance of modern governmental organisation who 
peruses this outline : 

(1) Dicey is only concerned with the organs 
which had attracted the sole attention of most 
writers on the constitution up to his day. Parlia- 
ment ; the Crown, with special regard to the preroga- 
tive in relation to Cabinet government; the High 
Court, with its duty to recognise the supremacy of 
Parliament and to a dmi nister the common law. 
With administration as such he is only concerned in 
a purely negative way to point out how the courts 
control excesses of administrative power. 

(2) He does not attempt any examination of the 
actual working of the machinery of administrative 
government. 

This may partly account for his almost complete 
disregard of modern statute law. But in view of 
his later Law and Opinion, in which he examines the 
trend of nineteenth-century legislation, it must have 
been a deliberate omission. It seems probable that 
he regarded administration as concerned with detailed 
function, and was unwilling to include it as part of 
constitutional law. This is borne out by his treat- 
ment of the Army and the KeFenue. He merely 
touched upon these branches of the public services 
in order to show how they were subordinated to 
the law. 

It was entirely in accordance with tradition to 
take a narrow view of constitutional law. Maitland 
was one of the first to plead for a wide view of the 
subject.^ Dicey himself stated that the field had 

^ Constitutional History of England (written 1887-88) (1908), pp. 
526-539. 
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not been fully mapped out.^ Austin had regarded 
the subject as limited to a consideration of the 
organs exercising the sovereign power. It is now 
generally admitted that no branch of law has extended 
so widely, from the point of view of the student, as 
constitutional law. To-day even if the student 
accepts Dicey’s own limitations, which he was himself 
forced to disregard in discussing the nature of con- 
ventions, and only considers legal rules which are to 
be found in the several parts of the constitution, he 
wiU necessarily include the law administered by the 
Government Departments, local authorities and 
independent statutory bodies like the Unemployment 
Assistance Board. He must study the mysteries of 
prohibition, certiorari and mandamus ; of relator 
actions and actions for declarations. He is faced too 
with a study of Dominion status and colonial con- 
stitutional law. But the fuller the examination of 
the working of the governmental machine, as a whole, 
in contrast to what Maitland called “ its showy 
parts,” the more difficult becomes the acceptance of 
axiomatic principles. If, for example. Dicey had 
discussed the positive aspect of administration, he 
would have been forced to recognise that already in 
1885 a great part of it was based upon Acts of Parlia- 
ment which determined the position of the Crown 
and its servants, not to mention that of the already 
numerous statutory authorities and their officers. 
He could hardly have regarded this development as 
proceeding from the rights of individuals as defined 
and enforced by the courts, or have condemned the 
statutory powers which gave wide discretion to 
^ Pp. 33, 34, ^osi. 
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public servants as being based upon arbitrary power 
in contrast to regular law> 

If we are to understand Dicey, these considera- 
tions must be borne in mind. They admittedly 
make the book more valuable to the historian of the 
nineteenth century than to the student of public 
law in 1938. But Dicey was writing for his own 
age. He did not at the outset intend to be definitive. 
He expressly warned his readers against “ ceasing to 
consider with sufficient care what it is that an 
institution has become.” ® 

We may now turn to a consideration of the three 
guiding principles formulated in the text, and review 
them in the hght of the fifty-four years since their 
formulation by the author. This was the method 
pursued by him in 1914 when he left unaltered the 
text of the 1908 edition, embodying his views on 
recent developments in a long Introduction. 

(2) THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 

The Principle and its Application . — The principle 
of parliamentary sovereignty was repeated by the 
author in each edition of this book up to 1914, when 
he emphasised that the truth of the doctrines had 
never been denied. 

They were : 

(1) Parhament has the right to make or unmake 
any law whatever. 

(2) No person or body is recognised by the law of 
England as having a right to override or set aside 
the legislation of Parliament. 

^ ^ See p. 202, post. 

Preface to 1st ed. (1885^, p. viii^ p. viip a,nte. 
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(3) The right or power of Parliament extends to 
every part of the Bang’s dominions. 

In discussing the application at the present day 
of the doctrines involved in this principle it is well 
to remember that Dicey defined the duty of a 
professor of constitutional law as “ neither to attack 
nor to defend the constitution but simply to explain 
its laws.” As propositions of law it is as true to-day 
as in 1885 to say that Parhament has the right to 
make or unmake any law whatever and that no 
court can set aside the provisions of an Act of Parlia- 
ment, but may merely interpret the meaning of an 
enactment. These are purely lawyer’s conceptions, 
and the illustrations given in the text can be multi- 
plied by reference to the Parliament Act, 1911, the 
Government of Ireland Act, 1920, the Irish Free 
State Agreement Act, 1922, and His Majesty’s 
Declaration of Abdication Act, 1936. Nor can it 
be questioned that the provisions of an Act of Parlia- 
ment are legally binding. But the fact that the 
courts cannot question the exercise of legislative 
power is not conclusive of the extent of that power.’^ 
For an excess of legislative power may be a matter 
between- the legislature and the electors. As Dicey 
pointed out, neither in France nor in Belgium do 
the judges pronounce upon the constitutionality of 
enactments, despite the fact that those States possess 
formal constitutions of the rigid type. 

Parliament hardly satisfi.ed Austin as an example 
of a legal sovereign. Dicey introduced the political 
sovereign to explain Parliament’s powers. Here he 

^ See Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 
135, 136. 
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was exceeding his self-imposed limitation upon the 
functions of a constitutional lawyer. But sovereignty 
is historically a matter of political theory and cannot 
be derived from decisions of the courts.^ Indeed 
Dicey does not cite any decision in support of his 
classic exposition of the sovereignty of Parliament. 
His jurisprudence is the Austinian theory of law as a 
command. But it is doubtful whether the British 
constitution does contain an illustration of a sovereign 
as the sole source of authority. 

Where the purported sovereign is anyone but a 
single actual person, rules are required to ascertain 
the will of the sovereign. They must be observed 
as a condition of the validity of legislation. The 
rules are therefore logically superior to the sovereign. 
The King, Lords and Commons meeting as a single 
joint assembly cannot, even by a unanimous resolu- 
tion, enact a siugle statute to which the courts 
would be bound to give effect.® Nor can the funda- 
mental question, whether or not the sovereign can 
bind himself, be answered by a mere assertion of 
supremacy. In a federal constitution with its division 
of powers, or in one with fundamental provisions only 
capable of alteration by means more complicated 
than the ordinary process of legislation, clearly there 
will not be found in the legislature the sole source 
of ultimate authority. Dicey accepts the doctrine of 
legal supremacy whole-heartedly in its application 

^ See Jeniiings, “ In Praise of Dicey,” Pviblic Administration, vol. 
xiii, 2 (1935), and the chapter (iv) on “ In Parliament ” in Law and 
the Co7istiiution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 139 et seq. 

^ See R. T. E. Latham, The Law and the Commonwealth ” in 
Survey of British Commonwealth (1937), vol. i, pp. 523, 524, and cf. pp. 
li-liii, ^ost, for the contrary view. 
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to the King in Parliament of the United Kingdom. 
But it has caused difl&culties in inter-imperial rela- 
tions. The suggestion that the United Kingdom 
Parliament could repeal the Statute of Westminster, 
1931, as part of the law of a Dominion without that 
Dominion’s request and consent (s. 4) is a result of 
the doctrine of the omnipotence of Parliament 
throughout the Bong’s dominions. So too is the 
confusion as to the status of non-sovereign legis- 
latures in Canada and Australia^ which has been 
directly contradicted by decisions of the courts. 

Dicey’s method was to prove that certain alleged 
restrictions on the powers of Parliament did not 
exist. His account covers the subordination to 
Parliament of the King in Council, of resolutions of 
either House of Parliament, of the electorate whose 
legal right is restricted to choosing members of 
Parliament, and of the law courts, whose judicial 
legislation is subject to repeal by Parliament. He 
shows that there are no legal limitations based on 
moral law, on the prerogative or on preceding Acts 
of Parliament. A court of law can only apply the 
provisions of an Act of Parliament.® There is no 
disability in the English courts to interfere with the 
exercise of the legislative power as such, as witness 
the control over delegated legislation. But with an 
Act of Parliament interpretation of the intention of 
the legislature alone is relevant. There is merely a 
presumption, as a rule of interpretation, that, as far 

1 See pp. liii-lvi, ^osi ; cf. Jennings and Young, Constitutional 
Laws of the British Empire (1938), pp. 29-38. 

2 See Lee v. Bude and Tonrington Junction Railway Company 
(1871) L.R. 6 C.P. 577, at p. 582, per Willes, J., an^ generally K. & li. 
pp. 1, 2, 
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as possible, in tbe absence of clear and unambiguous 
provision to tbe contrary, tbe common law, including 
tbe prerogative, remains intact. 

Purely as a legal doctrine it is too late to question 
tbe supremacy of Parliament. We can merely note 
that historically tbe doctrine is comparatively recent, 
resulting from tbe aUiance between tbe seventeentb- 
century common lawyers and Parbament ; tbat it is 
not derived from any statute or formal constitu- 
tional enactment, but tbat it is supported, tbougb 
not strictly proved, by case-law of tbe nineteenth 
century and tbat it has scarcely been questioned by 
tbe courts since tbe seventeenth.^ There may be 
added to Dicey’s proof of supremacy, as illustrated 
by tbe rule tbat one Parbament cannot bind its 
successors, modern examples of isolated attempts to 
lay down an immutable rule, e.g. Local Grovemment 
Act, 1929, s. 135, which declares tbe intention of 
tbat Parbament as to future increases of expendi- 
ture. In YauxhdXX Estates v. Liverpool Corporation, ^ 
it was held tbat provisions contained in a later Act 
(Housing Act, 1926, s. 46) relating to compensation 
for land acquired compulsorily, repealed by impbca- 
tion tbe provisions of an earber Act (Acquisition 
of Land (Assessment of Compensation) Act, 1919, 
s. 7 (i)) which attempted to invabdate subsequent 
legislation so far as it might be inconsistent ; see 
also Ellen Street, Estates v. Mi/nister of Health.^ Tbe 
Indemnity Act, 1920, and tbe War Charges Vabdity 

^ See Schuyler, Parliament and the British Empire (1929), for an 
account of controversies within the Empire in which this legal right 
to legislate for the Colonial Empire has been denied. 

2 [1932] 1 K.B. 733. 

3 [1934] 1 KB. 590. 
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Act, 1925, are fortlier illustrations of the power of 
Parliament to legalise illegalities. The existence of 
this power denies supremacy to the courts. 

The application of a rule of law may be limited by 
the facts. If the rule of parliamentary sovereignty 
simply expresses the relationship of the coiurts to 
Parliament as a legal conception,^ it may be objected 
that legal sovereignty is not sovereignty as such, 
but merely a lawyer’s rule which is accepted and 
acted upon because it suits political conditions in a 
State that the unrestricted power of law-making 
should rest in Parliament alone. Dicey appreciated 
Austin’s diflS.culty in finding the sovereign in Kmg, 
Lords and Commons, but he rightly rejected the 
Austinian explanation that members of the Commons 
are trustees for the electors, whom Austin regarded 
as being able in the long run to impose their will. 
No such trusteeship is recognised by the courts, nor 
in the nature of things could be established as a 
matter of law. 

Eecent events have shown that the limitation of 
the legal rule in fact goes further than Dicey would 
have admitted. He described * the external limit to 
the real power of a sovereign as consisting in the 
possibility or certainty that his subjects, or a large 
number of them, will disobey or resist his laws. His 
examples are chiefly concerned with the actions of 
despotic monarchs. As a prophet he has been 
unhappy in his predictions of resistance to Parlia- 
ment. For it has without resistance both changed 
the succession to the throne by His Majesty’s Declara- 
tion of Abdication Act, 1936, and on more than 

^ See p. 72, 'post, ® See pp. 76-79, poat. 
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one occasion prolonged tlie life of the existing House 
of Conunons.^ Granted that political expediency 
may be a de facto limitation upon the working of a 
legal rule, it must be admitted that the question ol 
where lies sovereignty as a political concept remains 
unanswered, except that the power of government 
rests in the last resort in the result of a general 
election. Nor need it be answered by a lawyer. 

Internal Limitations upon Legal Supremacy . — 
There is in the sphere of internal government a 
limitation upon the supremacy of Parliament which 
was hardly recognisable in 1885. The presence in the 
State of organisations reflecting the views of every 
trade, profession or business has led to the practice 
of consultation prior to the introduction of a measure 
into Parliament between the Government Depart- 
ment whose task it may be to present a Bill to 
Parliament and the organisations whose members are 
most concerned with the contents of the proposed 
legislation. The result is that Parliament may be 
asked by the Government to enact what is more or 
less an agreed measure. Some striking evidence as 
to the extent of this practice was given by the 
Ministry of Health to the Committee on Ministers’ 
Powers.® Governments can no longer afford to 
disregard organised public opiaion. The exercise of 
the law-making power by Parliament is controlled 
almost exclusively by the Government of the day, 
placed in power by the possession of a majority in 

^ The Parliament elected in December, 1910, was dissolved in 1918, 
having four times renewed its own existence which was limited to 
5 years by its own enactment, the Parliament Act, 1911. 

^ See Ministers’ Powers Report (Cmd. 4060, 1932), vol. ii, Minutes 
of Evidence, p. 120, 
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the Commons. But it is only used to coerce the 
subject after the subjects — through Chambers of 
Commerce, Federations of Industry, Trade Unions 
(of manufacturers as well as of employees), pro- 
fessional, technical and manual — have been con- 
sulted. 

Eule by advisory committees is a device much 
favoured since 1918. This gives the force of law 
to the obligation to consult beforehand, where, 
as is often the case, such advisory committees are 
expressly provided by statute. In the sphere of 
taxation the Import Duties Advisory Committee 
was set up by the Import Duties Act in 1932. The 
recommendation of this committee, a body virtually 
independent of parliamentary and ministerial control, 
is a condition precedent to an alteration by Treasury 
Order approved by the House of Commons of the 
tariff rates for general customs duties. The Con- 
sultative Committee of the Board of Education and 
the Unemployment Insurance Statutory Committee 
of the Ministry of Labour are important instances 
of this practice. The Minister of Transport is 
required by law to consult a Bates Advisory Com- 
mittee and is also advised by Eoad, Transport, 
Tramways and Electricity Committees. The Police 
Council must be consulted before the Home Secretary 
exercises his power of making regulations as to the 
government, mutual aid, pay, allowances, pensions, 
clothing expenses and conditions of members of the 
police forces.^ Nor must the close co-operation 
between the Ministry of Health and local authorities, 

^ As to the Ministry of Agriculture see Jennings, Cabinet Oovemmeni 
(1936), pp. 76-78, 
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acting either directly or through their various 
associations or those of their officers, be overlooked. 

The result is that before the sovereignty of 
Parliament is invoked to make or unmake laws the 
normal process, at aU events as regards internal 
administrative organisation, is for the Minister either 
by obligation of law or on grounds of expediency to 
seek advice from the appropriate advisory committee. 
He may also take into consultation as many other 
bodies of a representative character as he chooses. 
When the resulting BiU comes before Parliament 
which alone can give it the force of law, it may well 
be, except in details, an agreed measure which those 
most afiected are prepared, however reluctantly, to 
put into operation. Delegated legislation too has 
weakened the control of Parliament, though without 
it Parliament could not have enlarged the sphere of 
administration. This type of legislation is not con- 
fined to Government Departments, but extends also 
to the numerous independent statutory authorities 
which cannot be regarded as Departments of State 
directly responsible to the legislature ; the Unem- 
ployment Assistance Board and the Agricultural 
Marketing Boards wiU suffice as illustrations. 

Thus the . political supremacy of Parliament as a 
law-making organ becomes more and more a fiction. 
Legislation is a compromise of conflicting interests. 
Parliament can no longer compel, save in outward 
form. It must be left to the political scientist to 
say, if he can, where lies the political _ sovereign. 
This much is clear, that truly representative govern- 
ment can but imperfectly be achieved by a legislature 
acting alone. Other methods are essential to produce 
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coincidence between tbe organ exercising legal power 
and tbe subject. 

It may be well to add tbat a convention wbicb 
secures consultation before framing legislation does 
not involve a Government accepting dictation upon 
major matters of policy. It would be a dangerous 
doctrine to admit, for example, control of the foreign 
policy of the State by the refusal of members of an 
important trade union to make munitions of war. 
Consultation of private interests by Government 
Departments is in practice directed to matters of 
detail in framing legislation rather than to the 
determination of fundamental issues of policy. 

The Statute of Westminster . — The legal rule of 
parliamentary sovereignty is capable of raising far- 
reaching political issues upon the interpretation of 
the Statute of Westminster, 1931.^ One main pro- 
vision (s. 2) of the Statute was necessitated by the 
need for repealing the Colonial Laws Validity Act, 
1866, in its application to the Dominions. This enact- 
ment, in that it extended to every colony, was itself 
an illustration of the working of a legal rule which 
had been in practice largely, but by no means entirely, 
abrogated by the convention of non-interference by 
the United Kingdom Government and Parliament 
in the affairs of those colonies which had become 
Dominions for some sixty years past.^ There re- 
mained in force a number of Acts of Parliament which 
operated throughout the Empire, and these restricted 

1 Tor text of Statute of Westminster see App. sec. vi. 

2 See, however, Nadcm v. The King [1926] A.C. 482 ; K. & L. 437. 
One of the grounds for declaring void the provisions of a Dominion 
statute was its repugnancy to the Imperial Acts of 1833 and 1844 
constituting the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council. 
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tile competence of the Parliaments of the Dominions 
to legislate upon certain topics. The Judicial Com- 
mittee Acts, 1833 and 1844, are the most important 
examples in the constitutional sphere. 

The rule of legal supremacy of the United Kingdom 
Parliament raises doubts upon s. 4 of the Statute of 
Westminster whereby “ no Act of Parliament of the 
United Kingdom passed after the enactment of this 
Act shall extend, or be deemed to extend, to a 
Dominion as part of the law of that Dominion, 
unless it is expressly declared in that Act that that 
Dominion has requested and consented to the enact- 
ment thereof.” It may be accepted that Dicey’s 
external limitation upon the exercise of parlia- 
mentary supremacy would prevent any re-enactment 
by Parliament of the Colonial Laws Validity Act. But 
it is more important to observe that the preamble 
of the Statute of Westminster sets out in express 
language two important conventions and that they 
were treated as binding in connection with the abdica- 
tion of King Edward VIII, notwithstanding the rule 
which confines the operative parts of a statute to 
its actual sections. 

And ■whereas it is meet and proper to set out by way of 
preamble to this Act that, inasmuch as the Crown is the 
symbol of the free association of the members of the British 
Commonwealth of Nations, and as they are united by a 
common allegiance to the Crown, it would be in accord with 
the established constitutional position of all the TnftmhftTa 
of the Commonwealth in relation to one another that any 
altera'tion in the law 'touching the Succession to the Throne 
or the Eoyal Style and Titles shall hereafter require the 
assent as well of 'the Parliamen'ts of all the Dominions as of 
the Parliament of the United Kingdom : 
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An^ wliereas it is in accord with the established constitu- 
tional position that no law hereafter made by the Parliament 
of the United Kingdom shall extend to any of the said 
Dominions as part of the law of that Dominion otherwise 
than at the request and with the consent of that Dominion. 

The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 
consulted the Premiers of the Dominions upon the 
King’s proposal of a morganatic marriage. Marriage 
in the full sense would have involved legislation, 
according to established constitutional practice, by 
all the Parhaments of the British Commonwealth, 
since it was proposed to bar prospective issue from 
the line of succession. Upon this there was no 
consultation between Mir. Baldwin and his Dominion 
colleagues. The former, however, warned King 
Edward that legislation by the Dominion Parliaments 
would be necessary. At a later stage the assent of 
the Dominions was sought to the introduction of the 
Bill to effect the abdication. This also accorded 
with constitutional practice. There is nothing in 
the preamble to indicate that the assent of the 
Dominion Parliaments should be expressed in a 
statute of the United Kingdom Parhament. And 
South Africa and the Irish Free State preferred to 
legislate independently of Westminster. Thus the 
Bill was enacted in accordance with the provisions 
of s. 4 only in the case of Canada, whose Govern- 
ment alone “ requested and assented.” The Irish 
Free State enacted its own legislation. The Common- 
wealth of Australia and New Zealand had not adopted 
the section and so merely assented in accordance 
with the “ established constitutional position.” 
South Africa also only assented. Section 4 of the 
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Statute of Westminster had already been ifiodified 
in its application to the Union by s. 2 of the Status 
of the Union Act, 1934.^ The Abdication required 
a separate enactment by the Union Parliament to 
make the amendment of the Royal Marriages Act, 
1772, part of the law of the Union.* The Union 
Grovernment took the view that there had been an 
abdication by the King and took the opportunity in 
this enactment of dating it from the day before the 
Act of the Parliament at Westminster. 

The answer to the question, can Parliament ever 
repeal s. 4 of the Statute of Westminster, is not easy. 
Purely as a matter of political expediency it is 
unlikely to attempt the task. Strictly as a matter 
of law the Statute would appear to have the same 
efEect as any other Act of Parliament and to be 
capable of repeal or amendment by Parliament. 
It is a feature of constitutions of the enacted type, 
particularly those in force in the British Common- 
wealth of Nations, that there are implicit in the 
constitution a number of conventions. For example, 
with one exception (Eire), the doctrine of ministerial 
responsibility has never been enacted in the con- 
stitution of any of the Dominions, including the two 
Federal Dominions of Canada and Australia.® Cabinet 
government thus rests as much upon convention as 
it does in the United Kingdom, except that the 

^ See pp. li. Hi, >post. 

2 For the Dominions and the Abdication see especially Wheare, 
The Statute of Westminster and Dominion Status (1938), ch. xii; 
K. H. Bailey, articles on “ The Abdication Legislation in the United 
Kingdom and in the Dominions”: in Folitica, vol. iii (1938), Nos. 11 
and 12. 

® This is not true of some of the Australian States whose constitu- 
tions are contained in Acts of the State legislatures. 
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institution wMch. performs Cabinet functions may 
be provided in tbe Constitution Act, e.g. tbe Federal 
Executive Coimcil, to advise tbe Governor-General 
of tbe Commonwealtb of Austraba. Tbe apparently 
rigid separation of powers wbicb is tbe chief feature 
of tbe constitution of tbe United States breaks down 
in many particidars if account be taken of tbe in- 
fluence of conventions wbicb find no place in tbe 
constitution. Thus even in tbe matter of tbe 
Presidential election tbe present method has been 
evolved by convention and is very difierent from 
that intended by tbe makers of tbe original con- 
stitution. If then the Statute of Westminster be 
regarded as a document equivalent to a constitu- 
tional charter so far as tbe grant of legislative 
autonomy to tbe Dominions is concerned, there may 
be read into s. 4 the established convention of non- 
interference wbicb is implicit in tbe recitals of tbe 
preamble by tbe references to “ free association ” and 
“ tbe estabbsbed constitutional position.” 

It is to be observed that tbe Statute of West- 
minster does not say that Parbament shall not 
legislate for tbe Dominions. On tbe contrary, s. 7 
(1), by saving tbe power of amendment of tbe British 
North America Acts, 1867-1930, and s. 9 (2), wbicb 
relates to legislation affecting tbe Australian States, 
show that legislation by tbe Parliament of tbe 
United Kingdom is contemplated in two cases. In 
tbe latter sub-section there is express reference to 
existing constitutional practice in relation to legisla- 
tion by tbe Parbament of tbe United Kingdom with 
respect to matters within tbe authority of tbe States, 
wbicb thus receives recognition as a matter of strict law. 
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The action taken after the enactment of the 
Statute of Westminster by the Parliament of the 
Union of South Africa shows how difliculties may 
be raised by the doctrine of legal supremacy. Section 
4 of the Statute of Westminster, like the other 
sections of general application, has been incorporated 
into the law of the Union by the Status of the Union 
Act, 1934 . Section 2 of that Act enacts that — 

The Parliament of the Union shall be the sovereign 
legislative power in and over the Union ; and notwith- 
standing anjdjhing in any other law contained, no Act of the 
Parliament of the United Eiingdom and Northern Ireland 
passed after the eleventh day of December 1931 shall extend, 
or be deemed to extend, to the Union as part of the law of 
the Union, unless extended ihe/reto by an Act of the Parliament 
of the Union, 

These last words go further than s. 4 of the 
Statute of Westminster. For that section merely 
stipulates for the express declaration in the United 
Kingdom Act of the request and consent of the 
Dominion. Can the words of s. 2 be construed as 
defining the mode of application of s. 4 of the Statute 
to the Union ? There seems no reason why request 
and consent should not be given in this way as 
well as by express declaration in a United Kingdom 
Act intended to extend to the Union. But this 
view would seem to involve the prior or simultaneous 
enactment in South Africa of the contents of a 
proposed Act of the United Kingdom legislature. 
This would be awkward in practice and can scarcely 
have been intended. 

Another view is that the Union Act has amended 
s. 4 of the Statute of Westminster. This conflicts 



SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


li 


directly with the legal supremacy of the Parliament 
of the United Kingdom, which cannot he taken to 
have qualified its legal rights under s. 4 of the 
Statute through the agency of the Union Parlia- 
ment. The latter body has power to amend existing 
or future Acts of the United Kingdom so far as they 
are part of the law of the Dommion ; Statute of 
Westminster, s. 2. Upon this would seem to rest 
the claim to modify the Act which gave it this power. 
It has declared itself to be sovereign in its own 
sphere, thus denying the supremacy of the Parlia- 
ment of the United Kingdom. It is somewhat 
curious that -so far the step, which would seem to 
follow logically, of enacting the Union of South 
Africa Act, 1909, as a law of the Union has not been 
taken. There are thus two competitors for legal 
supremacy in the Union. Can it be doubted that 
the claim of the Union must prevail, as it must if 
the view that s. 4 of the Statute of Westminster is 
qualified by the constitutional convention of non- 
interference be accepted 1 ^ 

Sovereignty of the Parliammt of the Union of South 
Africa. — In NdXwana v. Hofmeyr, N.O.,^ the Supreme 
Coxirt of the Union of South Africa decided that 
with the repeal of the Colonial Laws Validity Act ® 
the Parhament of the Union had become a sovereign 
legislature of the same kind as the Parhament of 
the United Kingdom. The court declined to ques- 
tion the vahdity of an Act of the Union Parliament 
on the ground that its enactment was ultra vires the 

^ See generally for this subject, Jennings and Young, Constitutional 
Laws of the British Empire (1938), pp. 103 ei seq,, esp. pp. 110-112. 

2 (1937) A.D. 229 ; J.C.L. Ser. Ill, xix. 271. 

® See p. ci and pp. 105-107, f^osU 
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Union of South Africa Act, 1909. This Act of the 
United Kingdom Parliament, enacting the Union 
constitution, contains what are known as en- 
trenched” clauses. By s. 152 it is provided that 
certain sections, including s. 35 which relates to 
qualifications for voters, shall not he repealed or 
amended except by a joint sitting of both Houses 
of the Union Parliament and by a two-thirds majority 
of the total number of members of both Houses 
approving the third reading. The Native Franchise 
Bill, 1936, was so approved, but the appellant argued 
that it was not a law which fell within this entrenched 
section and therefore was not validly enacted by the 
procedure prescribed for the entrenched clauses. 

The court refused to regard the procedure of s. 152 
as binding and held that the legislature could pass 
any measures by joint or separate sessions at their 
option. Provided that the Bill received the royal 
assent, it was binding on the courts, who would accept 
a King’s Printer’s copy as conclusive evidence. By 
s. 2 of the Status of the Union Act, 1934, the Parlia- 
ment of the Union had been declared to be the 
sovereign legislative power in and over the Union, 
and only bound by enactments of the Parliament of 
the United Edngdom passed subsequent to the Statute 
of Westminster if they were extended to the Union 
by Act of the Union Parliament. But s. 2 did not 
refer to pre-Statute of Westminster enactments 
extending to South Africa, nor has the Union of 
South Africa Act been re-enacted by the Union 
Parliament. 

The efEect of this decision by the Supreme Court 
of the Union is thus to treat the Union Parliament, 
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wMcIl is cleaxly a non-sovereign legislature in Dicey’s 
classification, as sovereign for tfie purpose of tlie 
validity of all its enactments, wliicb. accordingly 
cannot be questioned in any court. 

If the legal supremacy of Parliament bas caused, 
somewhat academic difl0.culties ia the sphere of , 
relations with the other members of the British 
Commonwealth, conventions, based, unlike the so- 
called. conventions of Cabinet government, upon 
express consent reached at Imperial Conferences, 
have continued to develop the idea of Dominion 
status. Examples of this may be found iu the 
appomtment of C-ovemors-General on the advice of 
the Prime Minister of the Dominion concerned, and. in 
the exercise of treaty-making powers by a Dominion 
independently of the British Foreign Ofl&ce.^ The 
growth of Dominion autonomy was indeed recognised, 
by Dicey. The Statute of Westminster is the only 
legal document, in the lawyer’s sense of the term, 
which governs inter-imperial relations. 

Non-Sovereign Legislatures . — The acceptance of 
the doctrine of the supremacy of the United Kingdom 
Parliament has led to confusion as to the legal status 
of the so-caUed non-sovereign legislatures, such as 
those of the federal constitutions of Canada and 
Australia or the unitary constitution of New Zea- 
land. They were likened by Dicey in his analysis to 
statutory corporations, such as railway companies 
and local authorities.® Such legislatures are, however, 
habitually given power to legislate for the “ peace, 
order and good government ” of their State, be it 
Colony or Dominion. These words give fuU power 

^ See pp. cv et seq., post - See pp. 92 et seq., post 
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of legislation to the local legislature, and no court 
may declare a statute invalid as being unnecessary 
or as containing, for exaniple, provisions which a 
court might regard as contrary to good order. Such 
a power is subject only to any limitations contained 
.in the Constitution Act itself. It is fully competent 
for a legislature of a self-governing State in the 
British Empire to enact what laws it chooses, includ- 
ing the delegation of its law-making powers to 
subordinate authorities.^ It may not, however, 
abdicate its functions, except by an express power 
of constitutional amendment. It is otherwise with 
a local authority, such as the London County Council^ 
or a railway company possessed of power to enact 
by-laws, with which Dicey compared the legislatures 
of the Dominions and the Provincial Parliaments of 
Canada as well as those of the States and the Federal 
Legislature in the United States of America. For 
local authorities may not enact by-laws which are 
unreasonable and oppressive,® nor delegate their law- 
making powers without express statutory authority. 
Because no court can deny the validity of an Act 
of Parliament, according to the accepted doctrine of 
English law, it does not follow that other legisla- 
tures, the validity of whose enactments is open to 
review by the courts, are not equally supreme in 
their own sphere and able to enact the same kind of 
legislation as the United Kingdom Parliament. The 
difierence lies in the fact that the powers of the 
latter body have not been defined, whereas the 

^ See Jennings and Young, op. cit.^ cases cited in note 6, pp. 30 31 

^ Krme V. Johnscm [1898] 2 Q.B. 91 ; K. & L. 26. Corporate bodies 
of a private character may not enact by-laws which are unreasonable, 
even if not oppressive. 
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powers of a Dominion or Colonial legislature are set 
out in tlie constitution ; but tbey are plenary powers, 
subject only to express reservations or limitations 
which are binding, unless they are capable of altera- 
tion by the prescribed form of constitutional amend- 
ment.^ In the United Kin gdom no distinction can 
be drawn between constitutional and ordinary legis- 
lation, for the power of Parliament to legislate is 
not limited in any way by legal restriction. The 
powers of a Colonial legislature are limited by the 
constitution itself and by the Colonial Laws Validity 
Act, 1865. The latter enactment has been repealed 
in its application to the Dominions by the Statute 
of Westminster.^ It had previously been rendered 
almost a dead letter iu this sphere by the operation 
of the convention of non-interference by the United 
Kingdom Parliament, which had long declined to pass 
legislation for the Dominions, except at their own 
request. Such a legislature is, then, if the phrase 
made sense, sovereign within its powers, and cannot 
be restrained by the courts from enacting whatever 
legislation it chooses for the peace, order and good 
government of the Dominion or Colony. 

Thus in Hodge v. The Queen^ the question arose 
whether the legislature of Ontario had or had not 
the power of entrusting to a board of commissioners 
the power of enacting regulations with respect to the 

^ Cf. Attomey-GeTieral for New South Wales v. Trethowan [1932] 
A.C. 526 ; J. &; Y. 69, where it was held that a Bill to abolish the 
Legislative Council of the State could not be presented for the 
Governor’s assent as it had not been passed in the manner prescribed 
by a colonial Act which required the approval of the electorate to be 
given to such a measure. 

® See App. s. vi. 

'3 (1883) 9 App. Cas. 117 ; J. & Y. 49. 
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local Liquor Licence Act, 1877, of creating ofiences 
for breacli of those regulations and annexing penalties 
thereto. It was held by the Judicial Committee of the 
Privy Council that there was such a power. Provincial 
legislatures are in no sense delegates of, or acting under 
any mandate from, the Imperial Parliament, under the 
British North America Act, 1867. • That Act created 
a legislative assembly for Ontario with, exclusive 
authority to make laws for the Province in relation 
to certain enumerated topics. It conferred powers 
not in any sense to be exercised by delegation from, 
or as agents of, the Imperial Parliament, but gave 
authority as plenary and as ample, within the limits 
prescribed for provincial as opposed to federal legis- 
lation, as the Imperial Parliament in the plenitude 
of its power possessed or could bestow.^ There is 
thus no comparison as a matter of law between the 
powers of such a legislature and those of (say) the 
London Midland and Scottish Eailway Company to 
enact by-laws on special topics ; the company has 
not in law any authority to act as a legislature for 
the good government generally of its property, but 
is strictly a delegate exercising its power of making 
by-laws by delegation from Parliament. 

Farliarmwtary Sovereignty and Federalism . — The 
habitual exercise of supreme legislative authority by 
one central power — ^the Parhament of the United 
Kingdom — ^which in its turn is more and more 
subordinated to the will of the Administration, or 
Executive Government, for the time being, suggests 

^ See also The Queen v. Burah (1878) 3 App. Cas. 889 ; J. & Y. 45 ; 
Powell V. Apollo Candle Company Ltd, (1885) 10 App. Cas. 282; J. & 
y.48. 
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that this legal supremacy is capable of use to efiect 
changes of a revolutionary character by those whom 
the electorate has placed in power. In particular it 
appears that the advent by constitutional means of 
the totahtarian State can be more readily achieved 
by a Parliament which has power to destroy as well 
as to create the whole framework of government by 
a simple Act or series of Acts. It is obvious that, 
if a majority in the House of Commons can do what 
it hkes with our liberties, we should be safer with a 
written constitution. For liberty of the individual 
is nothing more than the residue of his conduct 
which remains unfettered by any law. Equally it 
is true that the ills of the body politic can be cured 
by ordinary legislation in the United Kingdom with 
greater facility than is possible under most enacted 
forms of constitution which normally limit the powers 
of the legislature, and invariably do so, in a federal 
State. 

The essential characteristic of federalism is “ the 
distribution of hmited executive, legislative and 
judicial authority among bodies which are co- 
ordinate with and independent of each other.” The 
supremacy of the constitution is fundamental to 
the existence of a federal State in order to prevent 
either the legislature of the federal unit or those of 
the member States from destroying or impairing 
that delicate balance of power which satisfies the 
particular requirements of States which are desirous 
of union, but not prepared to merge their individuahty 
in a unity. This supremacy of the constitution is 
protected by the authority of an independent judicial 
body to act as the interpreter of a scheme of distri- 
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bution of powers. Nor is any cbange possible in 
tbe constitution by the ordinary process of federal 
or State legislation. 

It follows that the assumption of additional 
power by a federal Government in the interests 
of national unity can only lawfully be achieved 
by constitutional amendment. This is in practice 
difficiilt, whatever be the form which is prescribed 
for securing it. For it raises inevitably the question 
of surrender of power by the federating States to 
the central Government. Eecent experience has 
shown that, when the need for a radical change in 
the relations between federal and member States is 
felt by the former, its Cabinet will proceed, not by 
direct constitutional amendment, but by way of 
legislation framed to achieve the purpose of national 
unity without directly infringing the express or 
implied terms of the constitution. Illustrations of 
this may be found in the New Deal legislation pre- 
sented to Congress by the Administration of the 
United States in recent years. Action by the Federal 
Government was deemed necessary to mitigate the 
rigours of an economic blizzard. Legislation pro- 
vided for regulations of varying character to control 
trade and industry, for relief of poverty on a national 
scale, for governmental works to reduce unemploy- 
ment. The validity of the legislation, which 
attempted to keep within the constitution, was 
attacked, usually with success, in the Federal Supreme 
Court. The court was asked to decide whether the 
legislation encroached upon State rights which the 
founders of the constitution had sought rigidly to 
preserve. The answer to such a question cannot be 
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easy. How is a document of comparative brevity 
wbicb was framed in a diSerent age to be read in the 
light of modem conditions which could not have 
been foreseen at the time of federation 1 Several 
ways of approach to the task of iuterpretation are 
possible. The choice lies with iudividual judges so 
that the coiirt may sometimes favour one method, 
sometimes another. The vagueness of the language 
may invite the judges to become legislators. Nor 
does their position of independence necessarily secure 
their decisions from the influence of political pre- 
judice. Being composed, as is the United States 
Supreme Court, ^ of nine judges it is not always 
unanimous in its decision of constitutional issues, 
though the figures show that unanimity, at all events 
untn recently, has usually been achieved. In the 
event of dissenting opinions the courts are likely to 
prevent fundamental changes being achieved by 
legislation, though they may ultimately provoke 
changes by more violent methods, or at least force 
an amendment of the constitution. The judges can 
hamper a New Deal, whether in the United States or 
in Canada, by a single judgment on a point of law. 
No such function can fall to the House of Lords 
sitting in its appellate capacity.^ Legislation far 
more drastic in the inroads which it makes upon 
the property and civil rights of the individual than 
anything hitherto suggested in the United States 
or Canada is tmchallengeable in the courts of this 
country, because no court can declare invalid the 
provisions of an Act of Parliament on any ground. 
There is no such doctrine as the unconstitutionality 

^ Except in appeals from Northern Ireland. 
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of legislation by Parliament. The recent Canadian 
programme of social legislation was extremely 
moderate compared witb tbe development of social 
services wbicb has long since been attained in the 
United Kingdom. Yet it was destroyed as encroach- 
ing upon the spheres reserved to the federating 
Provinces by the British North America Act, 1867 , 
in a series of judgments which (inter alia) denied to 
Canada as an independent member of the family 
of nations a power which she could enjoy as a unit of 
the Commonwealth. This result followed because 
s. 132 of the British North America Act, 1867 , gave 
the Parliament of Canada power to legislate in order 
to implement treaties concluded by the Crown for 
Canada as a part of the British Empire on the advice 
of the Cabinet of the United Eangdom. The Act 
did not provide for a similar power to legislate in 
cases where the King was advised seventy years 
later as to the exercise of the treaty-making power 
by his Canadian Ministers to ratify an international 
convention for Canada in her new status as an inter- 
national juristic person. The delegation of the 
treaty-making power to a colonial Government was 
not in contemplation in 1867 . It was an accom- 
plished fact of some ten years standing when the 
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council was called 
upon to decide upon the constitutionality of the 
Weekly Best in Industrial Undertakings Act, 1935 , 
and the Minimum Wages Act, 1935 , in the Attorney- 
General for Canada v. Attorney-General for Ontario} 
The distribution of legislative power between the 
Dominion and the Provinces is based upon classes 
* [1937] A.C. 326. 
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of subjects. “ Property and' civil rights ” in a 
Province are assigned by the constitution to the 
Provincial legislatures. Save by the method of 
constitutional amendment, no further legislative com- 
petence can be obtained by the Dominion from its 
accession to international status despite the conse- 
quential increase in its executive functions. Canada 
is fully equipped to legislate upon every topic, includ- 
ing the performance of treaty obligations, but the 
legislative powers remain distributed. It is only by 
co-operation between the Dominion and the Pro- 
vinces that real progress can be made in any topic 
of legislation, which though falling within the ambit 
of the Provinces is considered ripe for action by the 
Dominion as a whole. 

This one example, taken from a series of cases 
which with two exceptions were decided against the 
validity of the New Deal legislation in the Dominion 
of Canada,^ suffices to show that in a federal con- 
stitution (1) it is difficult to adapt the constitution 
to changing political conditions : (2) the federal 

administration is not free to adopt a policy of central- 
isation, no matter how urgent may be the demand 
for national, as opposed to provincial, action, save 
only within the boundaries of a constitution which 
in practice is apt to be unalterable : (3) unless the 
member States are witling to abandon their sphere of 
legislative competence, no federal State in the enjoy- 
ment of a parliamentary form of government can by 
constitutional means achieve that concentration of 
power which is essential to the totalitarian State. 

^ See Canadian Bar Review, vol. xv (1937), No. 6, for a series of 
critical articles upon these decisions. 
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That it can be achieved in other circumstances is 
evident from the evolution of the Soviet Union of 
Russian Repuhhcs, which remains after twenty years 
definitely a dictatorship. 

It may then he argued that the federal State 
constitutes a bulwark against dictatorship, and in 
particular dictatorship of the Fascist character. In 
every federal State there exists a dual bureaucracy, 
but it is a bureaucracy which is controlled by the 
constitution. One part cannot enlarge its powers at 
the expense of the other. Judicial interpretation 
may swing the balance in favour of federal or State 
government, but a drastic increase of power one 
way or the other is unattainable. On the other 
hand, it may be difficult in such circumstances to 
achieve that new conception of hberty which is 
regarded as essential in modern civilisation. For 
hberty to-day involves the ordering of social and 
economic conditions by governmental authority, 
even ia those countries where pohtical, if not 
.econonoic, equality of its citizens has been attained. 
Without expansion of that authority, which the 
United States as well as the Dominion of Canada and 
the Commonwealth of Austraha have so far found 
more difficult to achieve than has a unitary State 
like the United Kingdom, there is inevitably a risk 
that the constitution may break down before a 
force which is not limited by considerations of con- 
stitutional niceties. For the diffusion of political 
power, such as prevails in those great English-speaking 
communities, seems to call insistently for the equalis- 
ing of economic conditions, such as has proceeded 
gradually in Great Britain during the past thirty 
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years and more.. Is it too optimistic to predict that 
those comparatively new States, with their freer 
conceptions of social and economic equality, may 
achieve those guarantees of individual happiness 
without enduring the sufierings which a dictatorship, 
however idealistic, must inflict upon individuals ? 

Dicey was concerned to show that under a federal, 
as imder a Unitarian, system there existed a legal 
sovereign power, difiicult though that sovereign was 
to discover and still more diflS.cult to rouse to action. 
The comparison which he sought to make was 
between the Parliament of the United Kingdom and 
the sovereign power in the United States with its 
complicated machinery for constitutional amend- 
ment. But the rigidity of a constitution may equally 
be a feature of a unitary State. The real ground 
of contrast is between a State where the constitution 
may be altered by simple enactment of the legisla- 
ture and one where special machinery has to be 
evoked to efiect such a change. In the former case 
the political sovereign is more powerful. For it can, 
by determining the political character of the Adminis- 
tration for the time being, ensure that radical changes 
are brought about by a simple act of the legislature. 
Under the latter type of constitution, particularly in a 
federation of States, any attempt at amendment must 
necessarily raise the issue of constitu]bionahty in the 
courts. 

Dicey's Views on the Parliament Act. — In the 
Introduction of 1914 Dicey discussed (1) the efiect 
of the Parliament Act, 1911, and (2) the relation of 
the Imperial Parliament to the Dominions upon the 
principle of the sovereignty of Parhament. 
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That the Parliament Act, 1911,^ might have 
efiected a change in the constitution of the body- 
possessed of sovereign power was apparent. The 
effects of the Act may be summarised in Dicey's 
words : ^ 

(1) In respect of any Money Bill the Act takes away all 
legislative power from the House of Lords. The House 
may discuss such a Bill for a calendar month, but cannot 
otherwise prevent, beyond a month, the Bill becoming an 
Act of Parhament. 

(2) In respect of any pubHc Bill (which is not a Money 
Bill)® the Act takes away from the House of Lords any 
final veto, but leaves or gives to the House a suspensive veto. 

This suspensive veto is secured to the House of Lords 
because under the Parliament Act, s. 2, no such Bill can 
be passed without the consent of the House which has not 
fulfilled the following four conditions : 

(i) That the Bill shall, before it is presented to the King 
for his assent, be passed by the House of Commons 
and be rejected by the House of Lords in each of 
three successive sessions. 

(ii) That the Bill shall be sent up to the House of Lords 
at least one calendar month before the end of each 
of these sessions. 

(iii) That in respect of such Bill at least two years shall 
have elapsed between the date of the second reading 
of the Bill in the House of Commons during the first 
of those sessions and the date on which it passes 
the House of Commons in the third of such sessions. 

(iv) That the Bill presented to the King for his assent 
shall bp in every material respect identical with the 
Bill sent up to the House of Lords in the first of 
the three successive sessions except in so far as it 

^ Por text see App. sec. vi. 

^ See 8th ed. (1915), pp. xxi-xxiii. 

® Or a Bill to extend the duration of a sitting Parliament. 
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may have been amended by or with the consent of 
the House of Lords. 

(3) The House of Commons can without the consent of 
the House of Lords present to the King for his assent any 
Bill whatever which has complied with the provisions of 
the Parliament Act, s. 2, or rather which is certified by 
the Speaker of the House of Commons in the way provided 
by the Act to have complied with the conditions of the 
Parliament Act, s. 2. 

His conclusion was tLat sovereignty still resided 
in the King and the two Houses of Parliament, but 
that the Act had greatly increased the share of 
sovereignty possessed by the House of Commons,^ 
Comparison may be made with Lord Esher’s opinion * 
(1910) : 

It [the Bill] does not strike a deadly blow at the influence 
of the House itself, or the influence wielded by its individual 
members. It undoubtedly does curtail the powers of the 
House after a fashion not dissimilar from that by which 
the power of the Crown has from time to time in the history 
of the nation been curtailed; yet it tv odd be difficult to 
assert that the influence of the Crown is not as great to-day 
as it has been in any period in our history. 

If there is anything in this analogy, it might quite con- 
ceivably happen that the influence of the House of Lords, 
so far from being diminished, might be increased when it is 
found that its powers which at present excite jealousy in 
the minds of a great number of people have been brought 
into greater accord with what are called democratic ideas. 

Dicey" s Yiews on the Imperial Parliament and the 
Dominions . — ^As to the extent of the exercise of 
sovereignty since 1885 the periodic conferences in 

^ For consideration of the effect of the Parliament Act at the 
present day, see Intro, pp. cxxix-cxxxvi, post 

^ Journals and Lette-rs, vol. iii, 1938, p. 31. 
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London of Prime Ministers of the Self-Governing 
Colonies, developing into the Imperial Conferences 
in 1907, and the substitution of the title Dominions 
for Colonies by countries who were members of the 
Conference, necessitated consideration as to whether 
the Imperial Parliament had not “ ceased as a rule 
to exercise supreme legislative power in certain 
countries subject to the authority of the King.” 
Even before 1885 colonial history might well have 
raised doubts in a generation which in twenty years 
or so saw the extension of cabinet government to 
many of the Queen’s Dominions and the formation 
of a Federal State in Canada. Dicey concluded that 
in 1914 “the self-government e.g. of New Zealand 
meant absolute unfettered, complete autonomy, 
without consulting English ideas of expediency or 
even of moral duty. . . . The independence of the 
Dominion, in short, means nowadays as much of 
independence as is compatible with each Dominion 
remaining part of the Empire.” We must examinelater 
in detail what more this independence involves in 1938.^ 
In the altered relationship between the United 
Kingdom and the Dominions Dicey saw “ the admir- 
able fruit ” of the old pohcy of laissez faire. He 
regarded the South African War as a war to prevent 
secession and as niarking an end to the nineteenth- 
century indifference to secession from the Empire. 
But he doubted the possibility of equal citizenship 
of aU British subjects which has since been achieved 
by the British Nationality and Status of AJiens Acts, 
1914-33, which the Dominions (Eire alone and partially 
excepted) have adopted. 

^ See Intro, pp. xcix et seq., poaL 
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( 3 ) THE EULE OE LAW 

The Principle ; what it means .- — Tlie supremacy 
of tlie law of tlie land was not a novel doctrine in th.e 
nineteentli century. It may be traced back to tbe 
mediaeval notion tbat law, whether it be law ordained 
by God or by man, ought to rule the world.^ To-day 
this notion is reflected in the oft-repeated appeal of 
statesmen for the restoration of the rule of law in 
international affairs. By this is meant the recogni- 
tion of certain fundamental obligations as binding 
upon nations in their dealings with one another. 
The tragedy to-day is not the absence of international 
law, but the fact that there are some members of 
the family of nations who are prepared to rely on 
force rather than on the accepted methods of inter- 
national law for the settlement of their disputes. 
Any reign of law may be reduced to anarchy by a 
lawless minority. 

So far as the rule of law means law and order aU 
civflised States recognise its existence within their 
boundaries. It may be achieved by a dictatorship 
as well as by a parliamentary or other liberal form 
of government. Had the Stuart claim to rule by 
prerogative prevailed, England would have achieved 
a rule of law, more primitive in its conception, but 
none the less efficacious for the maintenance of law 
and order. Nor need tyranny necessarily have 
ensued. For the absolutism of the monarch is a 
feature practically unknown to English history. 
Even Henry VIII was a rigid adherent to constitu- 

^ See Holdsworth, History of English Law, vol. ii (1923), pp. 121- 
133, 195, 196, and voL x (1938), pp. 64=7-650. 
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tional niceties, if the phrase may be permitted of an 
era which did not yet know the term, constitution. 
The famous Lex Regia, 1539 (Statute of Proclama- 
tions), did not give the King and the Council power 
to do anything they pleased by royal ordinance. It 
was in fact a genuine attempt by the TCing and 
Parliament to deal finally with the obscure problem 
of the authority possessed by proclamations. It 
safeguarded the common law, existing Acts of 
Parliament, rights of property, and prohibited the 
infliction of the death penalty for breach of a pro- 
clamation.i James I and Charles I could appeal to 
the law, relying on precedents of an earlier period 
with at least as much conviction as their opponents. 
But our concern is not with the seventeenth-century 
struggle, so much as with its results, which paved 
the way for modem constitutional developments. 

The notion of the rule of law in the narrower 
sense of the predominance of the law of the State 
usually takes the form of the supremacy of certain 
fundamental laws. Modem constitutions which are 
based upon the continental rather than the British 
model stress the value of certain primary rights. 
The presence of such in a constitution is some 
guarantee of permanence ; in theory they are 
intended to be unchangeable, unless the safety of 
the State demands temporary suspension. Even 
with us the idea of unchangeable rules of law finds 
some support, partly in the presence of Magna Carta 
in the forefront of the statute-book, more directly in 

^ Holdsworth, History of English Law, vol. iv (1924), pp. 102, 103 ; 
Adair, English Historical Review, vol. xxxii (1917), p. 35 ; and cf. 
Dicey’s view on p. 51, 'post, which finds little support among modern 
authorities. 
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those provisions of the Bill of Eights and Act of 
Settlement which are accepted as the basis of the 
modern constitution. 

In England the doctrine of the supremacy of the 
common law had to be reconciled with the claims of 
Parliament to supremacy. The recognition of the 
legislative powers of Parliament precluded insistence 
on the part of the lawyers that in the common law 
there existed a system of fundamental laws which 
Parliament could not alter, but only the judges could 
interpret. The price paid by Coke and his followers 
for their alliance with Parliament, which ensured the 
defeat of the Crown’s claim to rule by prerogative, 
was that the common law could be changed by 
Parliament, but by Parliament alone. Moreover, the 
judges evolved a technique of interpretation which 
created a presumption against any but express 
alteration of the common law iu interpretiug statute 
law.^ But the common law could never have 
achieved those radical changes in the State which 
were overdue even in the seventeenth century. 

1 Abandoning the mediaeval idea that there was a fundamental 
and immutable law, the common law recognised the legislative 
supremacy of Parliament. But to the words of the Parliament whose 
literal authority it thus recognised it accorded none of that aura 
of respect and generosity of interpretation with which it surrounded 
its own doctrines. The courts never entered into the spirit of the 
Benthamite game, but treated the statute throughout as an interloper 
upon the rounded majesty of the common law. The tendency still 
persists ; the courts show a ripe appreciation of institutions of long 
standing, whether founded by statute or in the common law, but they 
inhibit themselves from seizing the spirit of institutions and situations 
which are in substance the creation of modern legislation. By reper- 
cussion draftsmen tend to concern themselves with minutiae, so that 
their intention may be manifest in every particular instance to upset 
the hydra-headed presumptions of the courts in favour of the common 
law. R. T. E. Latham, “ The Law and the Commonwealth ” in Burv&y 
of British Commonwealth Affairs, vol. i (1937), pp. 510-511, 
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These could, however, have been efiected as well by 
the prerogative as by Parliament. But the alliance 
of Parliament and the common lawyers made it 
certain that in the long run the supremacy of the 
law would come to mean the supremacy of Parlia- 
ment, “ The supremacy of the existing law, so long 
as Parliament saw fit to leave it unaltered, was 
guaranteed by the powers of Parliament; and to 
Parliament they (the common lawyers) could safely 
leave the task of maintaining this position.”^ Sir 
William Holdsworth wrote these words of the six- 
teenth century, of a period before issue was joined 
with the Crown. But they were justified by the 
results of the revolution of 1689, which laid the 
foundation of the modem constitution. Much of 
Dicey’s analysis of the rule of law rests upon this 
foundation, as a comparison between some of the 
principal provisions of the BiU of Eights and the 
contents of chapters v-x of this book will show. 
He discusses what Holdsworth calls the common 
law of the constitution, with special reference to 
personal liberty, liberty of discussion and freedom of 
assembly. The difference to-day is that Parliament 
no longer maintains a position which is acceptable 
to the common lawyers in so far as it has erected 
a vast body of administrative law. But in other 
respects, especially ia the tradition of liberty of 
person and of discussion, there has been little change 
except when .in times of crisis Parliament has 
authorised the Administration to rule by decree, as 
by the regulations made on the authority of the 
Defence of the Eeahn Acts, 1914-1915. The growth 

^ Holdsworth, History of English Law^ vol. iv (1924), pp. 187-188, 
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of new functions of tlie State lias made Dicey’s 
analysis far from comprehensive, but in so far as 
the principles of 1689 have become part of the 
. accepted theory of democracy ” it is still relevant 
to the modern constitution. As Jennings puts it,^ 
there is much in the Whig philosophy with which 
any democrat will agree, and the Whig philosophy 
was derived from those principles of 1689. It is 
indeed the principal ground of criticism of Dicey’s 
interpretation of the rule of law that it reflects the 
author s attachment to the Whig tradition. Thus 
the supremacy of the legislature, which by 1885 had 
become a representative legislature in fact as well as 
in name, the control by Parliament of the armed 
forces, the protection afforded by an independent 
judiciary against the excesses of administrative 
officials, and the illegality of illegal acts as being the 
means whereby the political doctrines of free dis- 
cussion and free association are secured, are all in 
keeping with this tradition and therefore find their 
place in the analysis. 

It was the attainment of independence by the 
judges of the higher courts which gave emphasis to 
Dicey’s conception of the rule of law,® which rests 
upon the power of the courts to punish individual 
wrong-doers. There are, of course, two aspects of 
judicial independence — freedom from dictation by 
the Administration and freedom from control by 
Parliament. It is stfll an accepted constitutional 
doctrine that the Ministers of the Crown do not 
tamper with the administration of justice, but 

^ The Law and the Conetitution (2n(i ed., 1938), p. 296. 

* Cf. Holdsworth, History of English Law, vol. x (1938), pp. 644-650, 
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Parliament indirectly has reduced the sphere of 
influence of judicial independence by the character 
of modern legislation. The abandonment of the 
principle of laissez faire has altered the nature of 
much of our law. A system of law, which like the 
common law is based on the protection of individual 
rights, is not readily comparable with legislation 
which has for its object the welfare of the public, or 
a large section of it, as a whole. The common law 
rests upon an individualistic conception of society 
and lacks the means of enforcing public rights as 
such. The socialisation of the activities of the 
people has meant restriction of individual rights by 
the conferment of powers of a novel character upon 
governmental organs. But these powers are exercised 
by an authority which is unquestionably as lawful as 
that by which the courts impose control in their 
own sphere. So far as the provision of State social 
services and the regulation of economic conditions 
have become part of the accepted philosophy of 
government, the rule of law still means the supremacy 
of Parliament. It is only, where constitutional law 
is concerned, in that small but vital sphere where 
liberty of person and of speech are guarded that it 
means the rule of the common law. For here alone 
has Parliament seen fit to leave the law substantially 
unaltered and to leave the protection of the freedom 
of individuals to the operation of the common law. 
Even so there are many examples to-day of inter- 
ference with liberty by statutes. The Official Secrets 
Acts, 1911 and 1920, are outstanding examples.^ 

It is true that the supremacy of Parliament means 

^ See App. sec. ii (2), (A). 
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that as a matter of law the authority of administra- 
tive agencies may be still further enlarged. But the 
difference between judicial and administrative agencies 
is not fundamental. Both apply the law to individual 
cases and thereby exercise a discretion. History has 
shown that in the absolutist State rule by the 
administration is arbitrary. But if the safeguards 
which protect the exercise of the judicial function 
are applied to administrative bodies this result need 
not follow.^ It is not the case that Dicey failed to 
realise that all lawful authority within the State is 
legal authority, but he relied upon the one organ, 
the courts, to restrain the illegal excesses of the 
other, the administration, and did not examine the 
extent of the latter’s lawful powers. It is upon this 
limited view of administration that his interpretation 
of the rule of law rests. But the change of emphasis 
in the functions of the State has not destroyed the 
older principles which are protected by the rule of 
law as Dicey interpreted it in the field of personal 
liberty. 

For behind the elaborate organisation of govern- 
mental machinery there rests a fundamental assump- 
tion of faith in a democratic form of government. 
This assmnption gives rise to a belief, sentiment, 
principle or prejudice (it may be named according to 
taste), which is firmly rooted in public opinion, that 
there must be no interference by Governments and 
Parliaments with freedom of speech and freedom of 
political association to ensure free elections. The 
appeal to reason must not be restricted by law ; for 

^ Cf. Lauterpacht, Function of Law in the International Cornmunity 
(19,33), ch. xix, sec* 2. 
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it is the basis of the democratic form of government. 
By liTniting the restrictions upon liberty of person 
and speech to offences against the common law 
determined by impartial judges, by emphasising the 
personal Habihty of oflicials for their unlawful acts, 
Dicey was giving expression in terms of law to what 
is still regarded as a principle of democracy. The 
value of this is more evident in 1938 than it ever was 
in the author’s lifetime. 

If it be conceded that the rule of law as a feature 
of the British constitution was viewed by Dicey 
through spectacles that were tinted by a fixed con- 
ception of the desirabihty of restricting the powers 
of administrative officials coupled with a misunder- 
standing of droiif administratif, there remains the 
rmdoubted fact that arbitrary power is to-day 
resented and feared to an even greater extent than 
in the late nineteenth century in those States which 
retain then faith in a democratic form of govern- 
ment. In so far as the rule of law connotes the 
absence of arbitrary power, it is important that the 
individual should have the assurance that the law 
can be ascertained with reasonable certainty. A 
person who takes the trouble to consult his lawyer 
ought to be able to ascertain the legal consequences 
of his actions. The reason why lawyers are in the 
main critical of powers of delegated legislation and 
the exercise of powers of judicial and quasi-judicial 
decision hes in the uncertainty which they are alleged 
to produce. It may be conceded that the private 
law on many matters is difficult to ascertain with 
any assurance. But in public law there may be the 
added uncertainty produced by the bulk ^d det^. 
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of regulations enacted by Government Departments 
and the impossibility of predicting how a ministerial 
discretion will be exercised. Drovt administraiif has 
frequently enriched by its decisions the civil law of 
France^ simply because it is administered by a 
regular tribunal which has m fact all the attributes 
of a judicial court. This may also be true of the 
varied forms of administrative tribunals which have 
come into existence m this country. But it is (hfficult 
to assess what is the value of their contribution. 
Their types are so various, theh decisions promul- 
gated in so many ways, that there can be little, if 
any, certainty of the state of the law. Perhaps the 
main defect lies in the absence of any assurance of 
a consistent technique of interpretation which alone 
can make the decisions of administrative tribunals 
reasonably foreseeable. A lawyer is a useful member 
of any public body if only because his professional 
training imparts a faculty of consistency. A system, 
or perhaps lack of system, which forbids the intro- 
duction of a final and authoritative body to determine 
the law and to provide a ready means of ascertaining 
the limits of administrative discretion is at a dis- 
advantage which a lawyer should readily appreciate. 

There is another element which may explain the 
criticisms which are directed at these aspects of 
administrative law. Delegated legislation is not, 
except in form, sanctioned or controlled by a majority 
in a democratically elected Parliament. Obedience 
to an Act of Parhament so enacted is readily obtained 
because the law is regarded as representing the 
general will of the people. Its passage through 

1 For examples see App. sec. i (4). 


Ixxvi 


INTRODUCTION 


Parliament can be followed in tbe press, and ita 
provisions perhaps modified to meet popular criti- 
cism. A Government Department may be at pains 
to consult all those organised interests which are 
likely to be afiected by regulations which it proposes 
to promulgate. Neverthless, there is a feeling of 
impotence among objectors which is less marked 
when they are called upon to observe the provisions 
directly enacted by an Act of Parliament. Hence 
there springs up a feeling that ministerial legislation 
is uncontrolled, and therefore does not represent the 
general will of the country. Such a behef engenders 
disrespect for the law, which may well ripen into 
active disobedience. 

Application of the Rule of Law to-day . — It is difficult 
to compare the operation of the rule of law as Dicey 
understood it in 1885 with its operation to-day. It 
has troubled students ever since it was expounded, 
and for many years now it has been the fashion to 
attack its accuracy.^ But it found favour in the 
sense in which it was interpreted by Dicey with the 
Committee on Ministers’ Powers, though the Eeport, 
after a brief historical summary, contented itself with 
a repetition of the three meanings which Dicey attri- 
buted to the principle. And it is the doctrine upon 
which have been based most of the objections to the 
modem administrative system. 

A discussion upon administrative law in England 
and France with special reference to the legal 
liabilities of officials will be found in the Appendix.® 

^ See especially Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 
1938), App. ii, for a brilliant attack upon the correctness of the 
principle. 

* Administrative Law, App. sec. i (2) and (4), post 
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It wfll be seen later ^ that Dicey himself went far in 
his reluctant recognition of that branch of English 
public law. Here it will suffice to give the author’s 
summary® of the meanings of the doctrine of the 
rule of law, to refer to its influence upon the study 
of the. constitution and to state some of the diffi- 
culties of its acceptance imder modem conditions. 

1. In England no man can be made to suffer punishment 
or to pay damages for any conduct not definitely forbidden 
by law. 

2. Every man’s legal rights or liabilities are almost invari- 
ably determined by the ordinary courts of the realm. 

3. Each man’s individual rights are far less the result of 
our constitution than the basis on which the constitution is 
founded. 

A glance at the table of contents of Part II of 
Dicey’s text reveals that the Army and the Revenue 
were the only branches of central administration 
which came under consideration by the author. 
With local government he was not directly con- 
cerned, but police powers figure prominently in the 
several chapters which deal with the liberties of the 
subject. It is the restrictions placed by law upon 
the exercise of power which are emphasised in the 
text. In a society which desired to hmit the 
functions of the State to the maintenance of order 
fl.nd not to utilise taxation as a means of redistribut- 
ing the wealth of the nation or to provide pubhc 
social services, the Army, the Revenue and the 
Police in their relation to the mdividual subject are 
clearly the important topics for discussion. Even so 
Dicey was concerned with only one aspect of public 

^ Intro, p. Ixxxvi et seq., post ^ See pp. 202, 203, post. 
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administration — ^how these governmental activities 
can be controlled by the law and by ministerial 
responsibility to Parliament. But his emphasis is 
largely upon the former. The latter is a matter of 
constitutional convention which has entirely super- 
seded legal liability to impeachment. Individual 
liberty of action and how it is guarded by the 
courts is the theme. His argument is that the courts 
afiord remedies for aU illegalities by whomsoever 
committed ; and that these are at least as effective 
as the guarantees contained in a formal constitution 
of the continental type, such as that of Belgium, 
which purports to reproduce the features of liberty 
so dear to Englishmen. 

It is thus within a limited field that the rule of 
law in the sense of the exercise of lawful authority 
is expounded. Because the immunities enjoyed by 
the Crown are passed by without mention the picture 
is more favourable to individual liberty than was 
(and is stiU) the case in point of actual law. More- 
over, it is solely with excess of power by ofl&cials 
that the author is concerned. Had he chosen to 
examine the existing scope of administrative law he 
would have been forced to enumerate, even in 1885, 
a long list of statutes which permitted the exercise 
of discretionary powers which could not be called 
in question by the courts. Abuse and excess only 
could be so checked. In particular the Public 
Health Act, 1875, afforded many examples of such 
powers. Successful administration depends, not upon 
the illegal use of power, but the exercise of discretion 
by the administrator. “ It is unfortunate that Dicey 
paid no attention to discretions, for it might fairly 



THE RULE OF LAW 


Ixxix 


be said that they are tbe most important of all 
topics for the modem constitutional lawyer.” ^ It 
is natural that this e::q)osition of the rule of law 
should serve as a text for those who are opposed 
to the collectivist activities of the modem State. 
But the application of the doctrines is of little avail 
to curb the activities of the modem administrator 
who is fully equipped with statutory powers and 
therefore has in law that “wide, arbitrary discre- 
tionary power ” — a kind of statutory prerogative — 
wherewith to perform his branch of administrative 
activities for the public weal or oppression of the 
individual (according to the point of view adopted) 
unhindered by the courts, except if he acts <vikra 
vires. 

It will be more profitable to discuss here the 
exact application of the rule of law, as Dicey under- 
stood it, rather than to strive to apply it to the 
modem administrative system. The meanings may 
be paraphrased as follows : 

1. Liberty of action by the individual in England 
is conditioned by the regular rules of law which the 
courts apply. This excludes arbitrary interference 
by the Gk)vemment. Like private individuals the 
public authorities, their officers and servants, are 
hable both for their criminal acts and civiUy in 
respect of breaches of contract and torts at the suit 
of an aggrieved person according to law, and only 
to law. 

2. The courts of law are alone able to determine 
what is a breach of contract, a tort, or a crime. 

1 Keir and Lawson, Cases in Constitiaionol Law (2nd ed., 1933), 
p. 130. 
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They apply the law equally to all men. The official 
position in the State of a particular offender does 
not protect him as an individual. He will be 
judged in the civil courts and not by a special 
tribunal. 

3. Foreign constitutions contain statements of 
guaranteed rights. Such rights with us proceed from 
the enforcement of private rights by the courts, 
which will punish all illegalities. Therefore the 
constitution, so far as it is concerned with the pro- 
tection of private rights, comes from the common 
law. 

It must be noted that the trend of legislation has 
narrowed the meaning of liberty of action of the 
individual. Liberty has under statute been curtailed 
by the creation of a body of admmistrative law 
which makes lawful the activities of the Administra- 
tion in many directions for which there is no justifi- 
cation under the common law. As an example 
may be taken the compulsory acquisition of land 
by a public authority. The owner is obliged to sell 
against his free judgment ; he regards as inadequate 
the statutory rate of compensation. Moreover, 
tribunals have been established by Parliament which 
do not administer the common law or foUow the 
procedure of a court of law. Doubts were raised, 
even by Dicey,i as to whether official law, i.e. adminis- 
trative law, can be as efiectively enforced by the 
High Court as by “ a body of men who combine 
official experience with legal knowledge,” provided 
that they are entirely independent of the Govern- 
ment of the day. Since administrative law is of 

" 8th ed. (1915). p. xlviii. 
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equal validity witli the comraon law, the latter has 
grown less significant as the field of its application 
narrows. It is only in the syllabuses of Universities 
and of the examinations for call to the Bar that 
English law stiU. means chiefly the common law — 
private law. The practitioner knows full well the 
importance of statute law and groans under the 
burden of its detail. And a glance at the statute- 
book and the consequential statutory rules and 
orders for any year since (say) 1906, shows that 
legislation means for the most part regulation of 
individual liberty in the old sense. Unlike the rules 
of the judge-made common law the bulk of legis- 
lation is of application only to particular classes of 
subjects, e.g. to owners of certain types of property, 
to producers of a particular commodity, to those 
engaged in a particular industry. 

It is worthy of note that it is but seldom that a 
public servant is sued for tort to-day unless he be a 
policeman whose zeal has led him to arrest the wrong 
person]^ The improved standard of efficiency in the 
public services is not the sole explanation of this. In 
the case of local government officers and the servants of 
statutory corporations the person injured can sue the 
authority. Dicey was insistent on the liabilities of 
officers, but did not mention the liabilities of public 
authorities. But Parliament has clothed the adminis- 
trator with legal powers wide enough for his task — too 
wide in the opinion of many. Unless he be of criminal 
intent, he has no need to infringe the law. So far 
as the administrator is sued in the courts to-day, it 

1 See App. sec. ii (1), Public Meetings, for an account of police 
« powers with reference to political speakers. 
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is normally not for tort or breach, of contract, but 
upon the interpretation of an enabling statute defin- 
ing his powers. His responsibility is enforced, not 
in damages obtainable through the courts (for his 
opponent has suffered no wrong which is capable of 
redress by damages at common law), but by adminis- 
trative or political action. At most the courts can 
grant an iujunction to restrain repetition of the 
excess of power. More often a declaration as to the 
legal position is all that the subject seeks against 
the public authority.^ 

So the student is faced with two alternatives. 
On the one hand he may argue that the doctrine of 
the rule of law is to-day meaningless, since adminis- 
trative law sanctioned by Parliament is as good law 
in the eyes of the courts as the oldest rule based on 
precedent or early statute. On the other hand he 
may confine its application to the limitation of power 
which the common law places upon all who would 
commit civil injuries or crimes. If he chooses the 
latter, he should note the great influence of Dicey 
upon the development of public law. His insistence 
(now widely rejected) upon the inadequacy of French 
administrative law to protect the individual has been 
largely responsible for the rejection of proposals for 
a final appellate tribunal with admiuistrative experi- 
ence to control public authorities and their servants 
in the performance of their duties. His faith in the 
courts as guardians of liberty has concealed the fact, 
upon which he did not dwell, that the Government 
Departments enjoy under the common law wide 
immunity from process. Above all, his interpreta- 

^ For the legal liability of public servants see App. sec. i (6). 
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tion of the rule of law has made Parliament reluc- 
tant to interfere with such fundamental liberties as 
freedom of person and of speech in its various 
manifestations. The desire to control property in 
all its forms and the need for State services of great 
variety have caused Parliament to accept from all 
Governments measures of administrative law. But 
Parliament has not (apart from emergency legislation 
in the war period) touched the antique machinery 
of habeas corpus procedure, fearing popular outcry. 
The exception is, however, significant. For by the 
Defence of the Realm Acts, 1914-1915, Parliament for 
the first time delegated generally to the Administra- 
tion the power of suspending the writ of habeas 
corpus : TAc King v. Halliday, ex parte Zadig.^ Not 
till 1934 did it reluctantly assent to the Incitement 
of Disaffection Act, to be followed, under outside 
pressure, by the Public Order Act two years later. 
Liberty of opinion, unchecked by fear of arbitrary 
imprisonment at the hand of the Administration, is 
s t ill zealously guarded as a traditional liberty in a 
State which has not established a secret police force. 
This liberty can be explained by the doctrine of the 
rule of law as expounded in 1885. Thus Dicey is 
still invoked in the struggle to maintain our tradi- 
tional liberty of person and of opinion, even though 
the doctrine of laissez faire has ceased to invest the 
owner of property with special political power. 

Dicey’s Yiews in the Eighth Edition. — Dicey wished 
in his last edition to make little change with regard 
to the principle of the rule of law and the nature 

1 [1917] A.C. 260'; K. & L. 14; of. the dissenting speech of Lord 
Shaw. 
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of d/ro^ administTOtif. But he noted (A) a marked 
decline in the modem Englishman’s respect or 
reverence for the rule of law ; and (B) certain changes 
in the French system. 

A. Holding the view which he did of the nature of 
the rule of law he regarded its sphere as having been 
diminished by the tendency of legislation of the 
period (1902-1913) to confer judicial powers upon 
various oflS.cials. He saw a growing distrust of the 
judges and the courts as instanced by the preference 
shown by trades iinionists for enforcing trade rules 
through their unions — ^rules which he noted often 
came into conflict with the law. It may be remarked 
that it is not the artisan alone who feels the force 
of the doctrine of restraint of trade in relation to 
combination of trade interests. Moreover, Dicey saw 
lawlessness increasing among the clergy as regards 
the law of the Church ; passive resistance by dissenters 
to the payment of taxation as a protest against 
expenditure upon an object not approved by a class 
of taxpayer ; conscientious objection which defeated 
the vaccination law ; and above all the lawlessness 
of the militant suffragette. He was perplexed by 
these phenomena which he attributed in part to 
the false idea that any kind of injustice may under 
a democratic government be rightly opposed by 
the use of force. He also regarded lawlessness as 
suggested by the misdevelopment of party govern- 
ment. “ The rule of a party cannot be permanently 
identified with the authority of the nation or with 
the dictates of patriotism.” Liberal Governments 
had held power for eight years when these wordi., 
were penned. They might with equal force be 
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repeated in this eighth year of government by a 
National Ministry. His final words on the subject 
admitted that armed rebellion might occasionally, 
though very rarely, be morally justifiable.^ Here is 
a reference to the events in Ulster in 1914 where 
resistance was threatened to the Government’s Home 
Rule Bill, which was about to pass into law under 
the provisions of the Parliament Act, 1911. 

The foregoing is an attempt to summarise what is 
perhaps that part of the author’s final introduction 
which has least permanent value. The causes which 
made for lawlessness have now lost interest ; their 
place is taken by clashes between fascists and com- 
munists at home, Jews and Arabs m Palestine ; while 
the modern motorist disregards the law to a far 
greater extent than the passive resisters and con- 
scientious objectors of twenty-five years ago. Yet 
we are on the whole a law-abiding community ; our 
police do not carry lethal weapons as part of their 
normal equipment to-day, nor did they, as a rule, 
in Dicey’s day. But it may confidently be asserted 
that it is the public social services of the twentieth 
century which are more responsible for the absence 
of violence in politics than the rule of the common 
law. 

B. With regard to ^roit administraXif the judicial 
character of the Conseil d’Etat and the work of the 
Tribunal des Conflits were acknowledged by Dicey, as 
was less willmgly the officialism of English law. Per- 
haps the last sentences of this part of the Introduction 
showed a change of heart, for the efiectiveness of the 
TTigh Court to enforce official law is questioned. He 

^ Stli ed. ( 1915 ), pp. xxxvii-xlviii. 
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certainly envisaged tke advent of a final administra- 
tive tribunal as well as affording recognition of merit 
in tbe Conseil d’Etat. “ Nor is it quite certain that 
tbe ordinary law courts are in aU cases tbe best body 
for adjudicating upon tbe ofiences or tbe errors of 
•civil servants. It may require consideration wbetber 
some body of men wbo combined ofiSicial experience 
with legal knowledge and wbo were entirely inde- 
pendent of tbe Grovemment of tbe day might not 
enforce official law with more effectiveness than any 
Division of tbe High Court.” ^ 

Dicey's Later Views on the Rule of Law . — ^At this 
point it may be interesting to compare tbe views 
expressed in tbe author’s “Outline of Subject”® 
in words which remained unaltered in substance 
throughout tbe eight editions, with what be wrote 
in 1914 in tbe Introduction to Law and Opinion,^ 
and again early in 1915 in bis article, “ Tbe Develop- 
ment of Administrative Law in England.” * Incident- 
ally, if Dicey could with propriety use tbe term, 
administrative law, twenty-three years ago, tbe pre- 
sent generation need not hesitate over tbe nomen- 
clature of this branch of constitutional law. 

It wUl be seen® that tbe view was expressed 
that constitutional law was a province of law, the 
field of which bad not been fully mapped out. The 
footnote acknowledged the contribution to this task 
made by Sic William Anson’s later work. This 
work, however, even in its present form, practically 

^ 8tli ed. (1915), Intro, p. jdviii. 

^ Pp. 1-35, post 

® 2nd ed. (1914). 

* Law Quarterly Review, vol. xxxi (1915), pp. 148 et seq, 

® Pp. 33^ 34, post 
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excludes consideration of the substance of adminis- 
trative law, fully though it deals with the organisa- 
tion of many of the Departments of State. 

In formulating the well-known division with its 
savour of Austinian dogma between rules which are 
true law — ^the law of the constitution — ^and rules 
which are not laws — conventions of the constitution 
— the examples given make it clear that Dicey was 
concerned only with the King, especially in his 
relations with the Cabinet, the Central Legislature 
and the Superior Courts of Eecord. The administra- 
tion of public social services hardly entered into his 
purview.^ 

In 1914 Dicey wrote ® that “ by 1900 the doctrine 
“ of laissez faire, in spite of the large element of truth 
“ which it contains, had more or less lost its hold 
“upon the English people.” He pointed to the 
progress of collectivism in the years 1906 - 13 ,® citing 
such important sources of administrative law as the 
Old Age Pensions Act, 1908 , the National Health 
Insurance Act, 1911 , the Coal Mines (Kegulation) 
Act, 1908 , and the Coal Mines (Minimum Wage) 
Act, 1912 , together with the Finance ( 1909 - 10 ) Act, 
1910 , and other examples. He noted* that the 
National Health Insurance Act had greatly increased 
the legislative and judicial authority of the Govern- 
ment or of officials closely connected with the 
Government of the day and admitted® that the 
Insurance Act had created in England a system 

^ But see pp. 388-390, post, 

* Law and Opinim (2n<i ®d., 1914), pp. x]dx, xxxi, 

^ Op. cit, p. xxxiii. 

* Op, cit,, p. xxxix. 

* Op, cit,, p. xliii. 
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bearing a marked resemblance to the administrative 
law of France ; and furtlier that such law had some 
distinct merits. He went on ^ to discuss the causes 
of the Tna.m current of legislative opinion from the 
beginning of the twentieth century being vehemently 
towards collectivism. The interdependence of public 
and private interests, as with the railway companies 
and their individual shareholders, made it difficult to 
maintain the antithesis between the individual and 
the State. The reader to-day will marvel that he 
noted a decline in the passion for nationalism and 
the disappointment at what it had achieved in 
Germany and Italy. This, he considered, and the 
declining influence of other movements, made social- 
ism attractive. He expressed some astonishment at 
the general acquiescence in proposals tending towards 
collectivism, especially on the part of rich men 
towards proposals afiecting property interests. He 
recognised the advent of a parliamentary democracy 
with the growing strength of a Labour minority. 
He recorded the spread of collectivism in other 
countries, and finally referred to the existence of 
industrial discontent. He saw, however, certain 
cross-currents.® The distrust of State interference 
was stiU entertained by the mass of English citizens. 
Collectivism was inconsistent, in his view, with true 
democracy. “ The ideal of democracy is government 
“ for the good of the people, by the people and in 
“ accordance with the wish of the people ; the ideal 
“ of collectivism is government for the good of the 
“people by experts or officials who know or think 
“ they know what is good for the people better than 

^ Of. cit., pp. liii el seq. 2 Op. cit., pp. Ixxi el seq. 
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“ any non-official person or tlian tlie mass of tlie 
“ people themselves.” ^ Opposition to the financial 
burdens of collectivism was natural in one whose 
political faith deplored the use of taxation for the 
promotion of political or social ends. Finally, Dicey 
confirmed his belief in individualism in no uncertaiu 
terms.® But the book leaves httle doubt that its 
author realised the fundamental assumption of collec- 
tivism — ^faith in the benefit to be derived from State 
intervention — as the explanation of the opinion 
current in England at the opening of the present 
century. 

The article, “ The Development of Administrative 
Law in England,” was inspired by the decision of 
the House of Lords in Arlidge v. Local Government 
Board, ^ to he read together with Board of Education 
V. Rice.* The latter case had determined conclu- 
sively that an administrative Department had power 
to determine finally a question of law. Arlidge’s 
Case showed that such a Department in the exercise 
of statutory functions of a judicial character need not 
follow the procedure of a court of law, but could 
employ any rules which appeared reasonable and fair 
for the conduct of its business. Dicey’s deductions 
from the cases were as follows : 

(1) Any power conferred upon a Government 
Department must be exercised m strict conformity 
with the terms of the statute. 

(2) A statutory judicial or quasi-judicial authority 
is not bound to follow the rules of procedure applied 

1 Op. cit., p. Ixxiii. 

® Op. cit, p. Ixxxvii. 

» [1916] A.0. 120 ; K. & L. 199. 

* [1911] A.C. 179. 
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in a court of law, but must act with judicial fairness 
and equity. 

He tben proceeded to inquire wbetber these 
deductions answered the following question : Has 
recent legislation, as now (1915) interpreted by 
TCngliab courts, introduced, or tended to introduce, 
into the law of England a body of administrative 
law resembling in spirit, though certamly by no 
Tnp.a.Tig identical with the administrative law (dmi 
administratif) which has for centuries been known 
to, and during the last hundred years been care- 
fully developed by, the jurists and legislators of 
France 1 ” 

He gave , several considerations which suggested 
to him the right reply : 

1. New governmental obligations of the past fifty 
years (1865-1915) almost implied, and certainly had 
promoted, the transference to Departments of the 
Central Government of judicial or quasi-judicial 
functions. These functions might, as with the pro- 
cedure under the Workmen’s Compensation Acts, 
have been left to the courts, but the obvious 
convenience of the transfer was conceded. Never- 
theless “such transference of authority saps the 
foundation of that rule of law which has been for 
generations a leading feature of the English Constitu- 
tion.”^ But, he continued, the Government, like 
an individual, cannot run a business as a court 
would conduct a trial. The two things must in 
many respects be governed by totally different rules. 

2. He suggested that it was in harmony with the 
dominant legislative opinion of 1915 that the House 

^ Law Quarterly Review, vol. xxxi (1915), at p» 150, 
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of Lords should have held that the President of the 
Local Government Board ought to follow the rules 
which were found fair and convenient for the business 
of the Department rather than exercise the procedure 
of a court of law. 

3. There remained two legal checks upon abuse 
of judicial or quasi-judicial power, {a) the ultra vires 
doctrine, (&) natural justice. 

Dicey considered the check upon administrative 
irregularities afforded by ministerial responsibility, 
which was suggested by Lord Haldane in the Arlidge 
Case, to be a poor guarantee as compared with 
review by the courts, since it really meant responsi- 
bility to the majority for the time being in Parlia- 
ment. He preferred to recall that legal action by 
the Hig h Court of Parliament, impeachment, stiE 
remained part of the law of England. His hesitant 
answer to his own question was : 

“ Modem legislation and that dominant legisla- 
“ tive opinion which in reality controls the action of 
“ Parliament has undoubtedly conferred upon the 
“ Cabinet, or upon servants of the Crown who may 
“ be influenced or guided by the Cabinet, a consider- 
“ able amount of judicial or quasi-judicial authority. 
“ This is a considerable step towards the introduc- 
“ tion among us of something like the droit admmis- 
“ tratif of France, but the fact that the ordinary law 
“ courts can deal with any actual and provable 
“ breach of the law committed by any servant of 
“ the Crown stiU preserves that rule of law which is 
“ fatal to the existence of tme droit administratif" ^ 

While Dicey retained his old distrust of the 

^ Law aTid Opinion (2nd ed., 1914), p. 162. 
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Frencli administrative system, and liis faith, in the 
English courts to deal with breaches of law by 
servants of the Crown, he seems to have misunder- 
stood the developments in the French system from 
1872 onwards ^ and not sufficiently to have regarded 
the immunities which the prerogative rule — the 
Crown can do no wrong — afforded, and still largely 
affords, to Crown servants in this country. 

Enough has been said of Dicey’s attitude to 
developments in the twentieth century to show that 
he recognised the existence of administrative law in 
England. It is easy to confuse this admission with 
his earlier criticisms of the French system. Time 
has shown that the recognition was correct. The 
criticisms have been answered by many subsequent 
writers.® 

The Rule of Law as a Defence against Arbitrary 
Government . — ^Basing himself on the interpretation of 
Dicey, a distinguished writer on the constitution. 
Professor Berriedale Keith,® finds in 1938 in the rule 
of law : (1) the rule that judicial decisions shall be 
based upon fixed principles already established ; (2) 
the rule that legislation must favour the limitation of 
executive and judicial power to deal arbitrarily wdth 
individual rights ; and ( 3 ) the rule that the Govern- 
ment should jealously respect its legal limitations. 

(1) Whatever be the merits or demerits of our 
system of case-law, nobody will deny that the doctrine 

^ See App. sec. i (4), for an account of the French system and 
compare ch. xii, post. 

2 Jennings, Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), passim, esp. 
pp. 207 et seq. See also his article “ In Praise of Dicey ” in Public 
Administration, vol. xiii, 2 (1935) ; Morgan, Introduction to Bobinson, 
Public Authorities and Legal Liability (1925), esp. pp. xlix-lxviii. 

® Ridges, Constitutional Law of England (6th ed., 1937), pp. 25 et seq. 
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of judicial precedent seeks its justification in tlie 
desire to see justice and fair play in tlie administra- 
tion of tlie law by reduciag the powers of arbitrary 
interpretation open to individual members of the 
judiciary. The doctrine is a desirable corollary of 
the rule which confers independence upon the judges 
of the higher courts and of the tradition which grants 
them immunity from political attack. It may be 
agreed that it is totally contrary to the spirit of 
English Law that judges should have power, or be 
required, to punish actions from the point of view of 
their incompatibility with the ideals of a State 
system based upon a particular political ideology or 
should be able to impose sentences at discretion 
heavier than those allowed by the ordinary law. 

In fact this amounts to little more than saying 
that EngUsh law reflects the prevailing opinion in 
favour of our particular form of government. When 
the law of Eire allows judges at their discretion to 
impose heavier sentences than those normally pro- 
vided by law, the judges who impose such sentences 
are acting within the rule of law prevailing iu that 
State, just as are the judges of the totalitarian States 
in punishing acts simply because they are contrary 
to the interests of their States, thus maldng conduct 
which is regarded by them as anti-social a crime. 
For the system of law there prevailing makes pro- 
vision for such punishment. We may deplore the 
political philosophy of such States, but it is no help 
to an understanding of the legal principles of our 
own constitution to claim the rule of law as a 
legal rule — ^as a imique feature of the British constitu- 
tion. It is, as so viewed, merely a manifestation of 
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our political system wMcli we may believe rightly, 
or wrongly, to be superior to that of our neighbours. 

(2) That legislation must favour the limitation of 
executive and judicial power to deal arbitrarily with 
individual rights is clearly no more than a declaration 
of political faith. The popularity of this belief is 
illustrated by the distrust of bureaucracy which still 
prevails, despite the practice of Parliament to add to 
the complexity of the governmental machine. That 
there was ever a rule of law to this effect in the 
lawyer’s sense is contradicted by the provisions of 
the statute-book many times every year. It naay, 
however, be conceded that the common law is 
administered by rules of construction which favour 
individual rights, so far as they are not e35)ressly or 
by necessary implication curtailed by statute. 

(3) The rule that the Government should jealously 
respect its legal limitations is imdoubtedly observed, 
the more readily because a Government can hardly 
be guilty of an illegality, since it can legalise any 
act, so long as it commands a majority in the House 
of Commons and remains in ofGice long enough to 
place an Indemnity Bill upon the statute-book, 
with the assistance, if need be, of the provisions of 
the Parliament Act, 1911. In practice it is only in 
times of national crisis that the need for such a BiU 
arises, and Parliament at such a time is ready to 
support the action of the Government with the least 
possible delay, as instanced by the enactment of the 
Gold Standard (Amendment) Act, 1931. By this 
measure illegal orders of the Cabinet and illegal 
acts of the Bank of England were confirmed, and 
the Cabinet was given all the power which it needed 
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to set aside tlie existing law. The measure passed 
through both Houses of Parliament in a single day. 
A more recent example is to be found in the Essential 
Commodities (Eeserves) Act, 1938, which gave retro- 
spective authority for the expenditure of some ten 
million pounds already incurred without the usual 
appropriation by Parliament. 

Thus it is still arguable that the rule of law serves 
to protect the subject from arbitrary government, 
but the command which the Government of the day 
exercises over Parliament shows that the protection 
is but slender. At most it can be said that the 
presence of an independent judiciary makes hard the 
path of an administration over-anxious to anticipate 
the time when it has given the force of law to its 
policy. Nor does it matter what is the content of 
that policy, once it has been enacted as law. 

(4) CONVENTIONS OP THE CONSTITUTION 

Tllje Widened Sphere of Constitiiiional Conven- 
tions .^ — Conventions are “ rules for determining the 
mode in which the discretionary powers of the Crown 
(or of the Ministers as servants of the Crown) ought 
to be exercised.” ® Dicey was concerned to establish 
that conventions were “ intended to secure the 
ultimate supremacy of the electorate as the true 
political sovereign of the State.” He, therefore, 
concentrated attention upon the rules governing the 
use of the prerogative which precedent showed could 
be regarded as fundamental to the workiag of the 

^ For a brilliant exposition of this topic see Jennings, The Law arid 
the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), oh. iii. 

2 See pp. 422, 423, n, post 
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Cabinet. He included also that part of the ‘ law and 
custom ’ of Parliament which rests upon custom alone, 
including the relationship between the hereditary 
Upper Chamber and the elected Commons. For 
between the prerogatives of the Crown and the 
privileges of Parliament there is a similarity. Neither 
are laws proper in the narrow sense that their exercise 
(as opposed to their abuse or excess) can be reviewed 
by the courts. The exercise of both is in law discre- 
tionary, but parhamentary government requires that 
each should be directed to reflect the supremacy of 
the electorate. This motive is seen no less in the 
Standing Orders of the House of Commons than in 
the precepts which surrormd the prerogative of 
dissolution. Potentially each may serve autocratic 
ends. Actually the Crown is guided in its use of 
the prerogative by the fundamental tmderstanding 
that power may only be exercised on the advice of 
Ministers. Ministers are conventionally responsible 
to Parliament, though like civil servants they are 
also legally the servants of the Crown. Similarly, 
apart from those privileges which relate to the dignity 
of each House, the discretionary rules and customs of 
Parhament are designed to harmonise with the theory 
that in the long run the will of the electorate shall 
prevail. Nothing illustrates this better than the 
recognition of the rights of the Opposition, who have 
only lately received any sort of legal status in the 
provision for payment of a salary to their leader.^ 
Conventionally the rights of the Opposition have 

1 Ministers of the Crown Act, 1937, ss. 5 and 10 (1). This Act is a 
good illustration of the assumption on the part of Parliament that 
conventions are part of the law. 



CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 


xcvii 


long been recognised in Parliament. But conventions 
go much further than Dicey showed. “ They pro- 
vide for the whole working of the comphcated 
governmental machine . . . the Cabinet has a life 
and an authority of its own. It is not concerned 
with prerogative powers alone ; it acts whether they 
are already legal powers or not. It co-ordinates the 
policy and the action of the Departments and pro- 
duces unity in the constitutional system.” ^ 

The Cabinet is no longer chiefly concerned with 
action to be taken under prerogative powers, so far 
as its dehberations relate to internal government. 
It is one of the chief complaints of Dicey’s critics 
that he neglected statute law in his interpretation 
of the rule of law. The same reason accoimts for 
the emphasis upon the prerogative to illustrate con- 
ventions. The old prerogatives, as limited by the 
Bill of Rights, remain in the sphere of foreign afiairs, 
the disposition of the Defence Forces, the afiairs of 
the Empire and the Commonwealth, the exercise of 
patronage, including promotions in the Civil Service. 
But social services, economic planning, and indeed 
internal government in all its newer aspects are 
matters governed by the provisions of statute law. 
Policy is conditioned by legislation. A change of 
policy must be succeeded by an enactment to achieve 
it. Legislation is largely based upon a compromise 
which seeks to reconcile conflicting interests in the 
State. There has thus been erected comphcated 
machinery for investigation and negotiation. Most 
of this is conventional, if the statutory advisory 

^ Jennings, op, cit,, pp. 86 and 88; and Cabinet Government (1936), 
oh. ix. 
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committees be excepted.^ The outstanding feature 
is the extensive use of deliberation in committee. 
Within the framework of the Cabinet there are 
(1) formal committees, such as the Home Afiairs 
Committee, which considers departmental Bills and 
co-ordinates the views of the Departments upon 
them before submission to the Cabinet with its 
recommendations; it also recommends Government 
business for each session ; ® (2) Committees appointed 
for particular purposes ; these may remain in being 
after their original purpose has been fulfilled : imder 
this head rather than the first may be instanced 
the Foreign Afiairs Committee in 1938. Outside the 
Cabinet there are (3) the Committee of Imperial 
Defence and the Economic Advisory Council, the 
first-named beiag closely connected with an important 
part of the work of the Cabinet itself : (4) Consulta- 
tive Committees constituted ad by a Minister : 
(5) Koyal Commissions : (6) Committees set up to 
report to Parliament : (7) Departmental Committees 
appointed by a Minister to investigate a particular 
problem. The last three types of organisation play 
an important part in formulation of policy, but less 
directly than does the Committee of Imperial Defence 
in its own ever-increasing sphere. None of them has 
more than advisory powers. There is no guarantee 
that a Government will accept their recommenda- 
tions. But their reports are published and serve 
to focus public opinion upon a particular problem 
and to suggest a remedy. Few things have been 
more striking of recent years than the affection of 

^ See p. xliii, 

2 Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), p. 199. 
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successive Governments for tMs form of consulta- 
tion. In the majority of cases, though, a long interval 
may elapse, action is taken in whole or in part on 
the lines recommended. No appreciation of the 
working of the governmental machine would be 
complete without the inclusion of this practice. 

To Dicey’s two groups of conventions relating to 
the use of the prerogative and to the custom of 
Parliament must also be added those conventions 
concerned with the Dominions both in their relations 
with the United Kingdom and with one another. 

Dominion Status.^ — ^The Conference on the opera- 
tion of Dominion legislation held in 1929 preceded 
the enactment of the Statute of Westminster. It 
expressed the view that “ the association of constitu- 
tional conventions with law has long been familiar 
in the history of the British Commonwealth ; it has 
been characteristic of political development both in 
the domestic government of these communities and 
in their relation with each other ; it has permeated 
both executive and legislative power. It has pro- 
vided a means of harmonising relations where a 
purely legal solution of practical problems was 
impossible, would have impaired free development or 
would have failed to catch the spirit which gives life 
to institutions. Such conventions take their place 
among the constitutional principles and doctrines 
which are in practice regarded as binding and sacred 
whatever the powers of Parliaments may in 
theory be.” ® 

^ See generally K, 0, Wheare, The Statute of Westminster and 
Dominion Status (1937). 

a Cmd. 3479, 1929, p. 20. 
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It is under tliis group of conventions that the 
Tniying of law and conventions most clearly demon- 
strates that the latter fall within the sphere of 
constitutional law. In British Coal Corporation v. 
The King^ the legislative competence of the Parlia- 
ment of the Dominion of Canada to restrict the 
prerogative right of the Crown to grant leave to 
appeal to the Judicial Conunittee of the Privy 
Council was upheld. In this case resolutions of 
Imperial Conferences were admitted in argument as 
sources of the highest importance from which to 
ascertain the law of the constitution. Lord Sankey, 
in deliveriug the opinion of the Board, actually cited 
a passage from the Eeport of the Imperial Conference, 
1926, which accorded with the view expressed in the 
opinion.® The passage in question was an affirma- 
tion of the interpretation put upon the doctrine of 
non-interference by the Government of the United 
Kingdom. 

The evolution, by means of Imperial Conferences, 
of Dominion status with all that it implies, and 
may imply, was based upon agreement. Co-opera- 
tion and consultation have rested upon rapidly 
changing practices. The convention of non-inter- 
ference has been interpreted in a different sense 

» [1935] A.C. 600, at p. 607 and p. 623 ; J. & Y. 121. 

® Cmd. 2768, 1926, at p. 19. “ It was no part of the poKcy of His 
Majesty’s Grovemment in Great Sritain that questions afieoting 
judicial appeals (t.6. to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council) 
should be determined otherwise than in accordance with the wishes 
of the part of the Empire primarily affected.” See also Jennings, 
The Law and the Constit-uiion (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 120-121, commenting 
on the recognition of another convention in this case. At p. 611 of 
the Beport Lord Sankey stated his opinion that the Committee was a 
court of law, though its statutory function was purely advisory. 


CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 


ci 


after succeeding Imperial Conferences and differently 
by eacb Do mini on. Only in the sphere of the 
legislative function of government is the matter 
governed by law since the enactment in 1931 of 
the fourth statute in constitutional history to bear 
the title — the Statute of Westminster. The Statute 
is a document which it is impossible to understand 
without a knowledge of the conventions which 
applied before its enactment. Up to that date 
legislative autonomy rested upon the convention 
of non-interference with the internal affairs of a 
Dominion by the Parliament of the United Kingdom. 
The convention was in direct opposition to the law 
embodied in the Colonial Laws Validity Act, 1865,^ 
and occasionally broke down in consequence. Even 
in this sphere two Dominions, the Commonwealth 
of Australia ® and New Zealand, have preferred to 
leave matters to conventions which directly negative 
the law and have declined so far to adopt the sections 
of the Statute which {inter alia) would free them 
from the legal fetter of the Colonial Laws Validity 
Act (s. 2), and purport to prohibit the Parliament 
of the United Eangdom from encroaching upon 
the legislative autonomy of a Dommion Parliament, 
except by request and with the consent of the Govern- 
ments and {semMe) Parliaments of the Dominions 
concerned (s. 4). 

Equality between the various Governments of 
the Commonwealth, including those who have not 

^ See pp. 105-107, and Nadan v. The King [1926] A.C. 482; 
J. & Y. 93 ; and cf. British Coal Corporation v. The King [1935] A.C. 500 ; 
J. & Y. 121. 

* The Commonwealth Parliament postponed consideration in 1937 
of a Bill to adopt these sections. 
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yet adopted the Statute of Westminster, has been 
achieved by agreement reached at Imperial Con- 
ferences. It rests upon the convention of non- 
interference in the afiairs of a Dominion which 
received its earliest, if partial, recognition in the 
grant of responsible government by the Crown. 
The scope of this convention has widened with each 
generation of Dominion statesmen. It received its 
final impetus as a result of the part played by the 
Dominions in the War and of their admission to 
separate membership of the League of Nations. It 
is no longer recognisable in the limit ed form in 
which it was propounded in the Durham Eeport of 
1839.1 

When the Imperial Conference of 1926 met to 
define the status of the Dominions in inter-imperial 
relations, there existed the following limitations on 
autonomy additional to the fetter on legislative 
autonomy fixed by the Colonial Laws Validity Act : 

1. The legal powers of disallowance and of reserva- 
tion of Bills passed by the local legislature. These 
powers had long been aEowed to lapse, so much so 
that it was left to the ordinary process of constitu- 
tional amendment to delete these powers in the case 
of a particular Dominion which might wish to take 
action, as the Union of South Aiiica has since done 
by its Status of the Union Act, 1934. The Statute of 
Westminster contained no provision to give effect to 
the removal of these legal limitations upon autonomy. 

2. The Eoyal Prerogative. Many of the preroga- 
tives of the Crown were vested in the Govemor- 

^ See Keith, The Sovereignty of the British Dominions (1929), pp. 33 
et seq. 
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General, as to whose appointment the King was 
advised by the Secretary of State for tbe Colonies, 
wh.0 later became a separate Secretary of State for 
tbe Dominions. Those relating to foreign afiairs, 
however, were retained to be exercised by the TTir^g 
on the advice of his Ministers in the United Kingdom. 
Thus war was declared on the advice of the Cabinet 
in Downing Street, as it was in 1914. This declara- 
tion was regarded both by foreign States and by 
the Dominions as binding. So far as the latter were 
concerned, their subsequent action depended upon 
themselves alone, influenced partly by the attitude 
of international law to the enigma of the British 
Empire which was then regarded as a unity, as it 
still may be for purposes of war and neutrality. As 
regards treaties, whatever liberty was allowed to a 
Dominion, such as Canada, to negotiate a treaty, 
there was no convention which allowed the formal 
matters of treaty-making to be concluded save on 
advice to the King tendered by the Cabinet of the 
United Kingdom. Nor did practice provide for 
separate diplomatic representation of a Dominion. 

By 1926 it was conceded that all this must 
change ; and it was changed simply by action taken 
as the result of agreement. By the method of 
convention autonomy of status was defined. The 
Dominions and the United Kingdom “ are equal in 
status, in no way subordinate one to another in any 
aspect of their domestic or external aflairs, though 
united by a common allegiance to the Crown and 
freely associated as members of the British Common- 
wealth of Nations. . . . But the principles of equality 
and similarity appropriate to status do not univer- 
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sally extend to function. Here we require something 
more than immutable dogmas.” ^ Progress towards 
equality of function has rapidly accompanied the 
attainment of equality of status, as the subsequent 
history of the Union of South Africa and of Eire 
shows. 

So far as further legislation may be necessary to 
give efiect to autonomy, it is agreed that the Govern- 
ment of the United Kingdom wiU ask Parliament to 
approve the enabling Act, for example, to amend the 
Constitution of the Dominion of Canada, which is 
still contained in the British North America Acts, 
1867-1930.^ But it is convention rather than law 
which can claim in this field its greatest achievement, 
the creation of a League of Nations bound in law 
by the link of a common Crown (and in the case of 
one member (Eire) even this is doubtful), in fact by 
the Par Britannica. There are as yet difficulties to 
be resolved. The technique of consultation with the 
Dominions is imperfect, but it stood the severe and 
totally unexpected shock of the abdication of King 
Edward VIII. 

To-day there are a number of matters* falling 
within the sphere of the prerogative as to which there 
has been a change of practice resulting from agree- 

1 Imperial Conference, 1926. Summary of Proceedings (Cmd. 
2768). 

® It is expressly provided by s. 7 of the Statute of Westminster 
that for the present the old machinery of constitutional amendment 
by the Parliament at "Westminster should remain. A Royal Com- 
mission is at present considering the constitutional relations of the 
Dominion and its Provinces. Section 7 is unlikely to be repealed 
until agreement is reached in Canada upon a new method of constitu- 
tional amendment. 

® The position of Eire (Irish Free State) is not included. Its 
present constitution came into force in December, 1937. 
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ment arrived at by tbe Imperial Conferences of 1923, 
1926 and 1930.^ 

1. Appointment of Governor-General . — ^The Prime 
Minister of a Dominion advises tbe King direct as 
to tbe choice of tbe Crown’s representative. Tbe 
previous practice was for tbe Secretary of State for 
tbe Colonies, with tbe approval of tbe Prime Minister 
of tbe United Kingdom, to advise tbe King after 
informal consultation with tbe Government of tbe 
particidar Dominion. Tbe Commission appointing 
a Governor-General is no longer countersigned by 
tbe Secretary of State, but by tbe Dominion Prime 
Minister. 

2. Position of Governor-General . — ^Tbe Governor- 
General bas ceased since tbe Imperial Conference, 
1926, to be tbe representative of His Majesty’s Govern- 
ment in tbe United King dom. In law be renoains tbe 
representative of tbe Crown and in bim are vested 
by delegation tbe prerogatives necessary for tbe 
government of tbe Dominion. Only tbe rights of 
declaring war and peace, of making treaties and 
appointing and receiving diplomatic agents, remain 
in tbe King and are not delegated by express or 
implied terms. By convention be is advised in tbe 
exercise of prerogatives by tbe Dominion Ministers. 
In tbe case of tbe Union of South Africa, however, 
tbe Executive Government is in all matters by 
statute (Status of tbe Union Act, 1934, s. 4) “ vested 
in tbe King acting on tbe advice of bis Ministers of 
State for tbe Union, and may be administered by 
His Majesty in person or by a Governor-General as 

^ See Imperial Conferences, 1923, 1926, 1930 ; Summaries of 
Proceedings (1923 Cmd. 1987, 1926 Cmd. 2768, 1930 Cmd. 3717). 
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his representative.” This provision thus expresses 
in terms of law two conventional rules — ^the responsi- 
bility of Ministers as well as the independence of 
the and his Governor-General from the British 
Cabinet in regard to the affairs of a Dominion. 

Since 1926 it is accepted that the Govermnent 
of the United Kingdom will give no instructions to 
a Governor-General which would conflict with advice 
tendered to him by Ministers in the Do min ion where he 
represents the Crown. Moreover, though he does not 
enjoy quite the same position of impartiality as is 
traditionally associated with recent British Sovereigns, 
he is no longer any more than his Sovereign at liberty 
to exercise discretion in accepting ministerial advice. 
It is by agreement that the status of Governor- 
General has evolved from that of the Governor of a 
Crown Colony; in legal form the position of the 
two does not differ substantially even to-day, but 
by conventions, in the truest meaning of the term, 
the decisions of successive Imperial Conferences have 
advanced the Governor-General to the status of a 
constitutional monarch. 

3. ConmUaiion between Governments of the Com- 
monweaUh. — The machinery of Imperial Confer- 
ences meeting at intervals of three years and 
more is a convenient one for registering agree- 
ment as to the advance of Dominion autonomy. 
But an Imperial Conference has no power to take 
action. Its imanimous recommendations may never 
be adopted by the various Governments if there is 
a change of Government before action is taken by 
one member, as happened with the measures agreed 
upon for Imperial preference in 1923. Mr. Baldwin 
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failed to secure approval for tMs policy from the 
electorate and a Labour Government opposed to 
Imperial preference took office in his place in the 
United K i n gdom. The necessary legislation was not 
introduced and accordingly reciprocal action by 
the Dominions to give the preferences did not 
ensue. 

So far as continuous consultation is concerned, 
the work of Imperial co-operation is maintained 
in matters of urgency by direct communications 
between Prime Ministers. That the technique is 
as yet imperfect for formal consultation was shown 
at the time of the abdication in 1936. In routine 
matters the Dominions Office for the Government 
of the United Kingdom, as well as the High Com- 
missioners whom each Dominion and India main- 
tain in London, enable constant communication 
and information, particularly with regard to foreign 
affairs, to he exchanged. The Dominions Office 
was separated from the Colpnial Office by adminis- 
trative action in 1925. It serves as a channel of 
communication for Imperial affairs and is in fact 
a Department of the British Government for its 
relations with the Dominions. It has its counter- 
part in the office of Minister for External Affairs in 
each Dominion, though that Minister also acts as 
Foreign Minis ter for his State. There are a number 
of semi-autonomous authorities concerned with inter- 
imperial problems, upon some of which the Dominions 
are represented, such as the Imperial Economic 
Committee, the Imperial Institute, the Imperial 
Mycological Institute. The Committee of Imperial 
Defence, the important consultative Committee with 
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the Prime Minister as its Chairman to assist in co- 
ordinating the action and policy of some eight 
Government Departments, maintains contact with 
the Governments of the Dominions through the 
Dominions Secretary. Representatives of the Do- 
minions are invited to attend whenever matters 
affecting them are considered. 

In relation to treaty negotiation and the conduct 
of foreign affairs generally it is agreed that — 

(1) “ Any of His Majesty’s Governments conduct- 
ing negotiations should inform the other 
Governments of His Majesty in case they should 
be interested and give them the opportunity 
of expressing their views, if they think that 
their interests may be affected : 

(2) “ Any of His Majesty’s Governments on 
receiving such information should, if it desires 
to express any views, do so with reasonable 
promptitude : 

(3) “ None of His Majesty’s Governments can 
take any steps which might involve the other 
Governments of His Majesty in any active 
obligations without their definite assent.” ^ 

Subject to the observance of these conventional 
practices, a treaty may be concluded on behalf of 
any or all of the Governments of the British Common- 
wealth in the name of the King, namely, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Eire and 
In^a, which for this purpose is treated as a separate 
unit, though not as yet possessing full Dominion 
status. Thus the Government of the United King- 
dom negotiates treaties only for itself and for those 

1 Imperial Conference R,eport, 1930, p. 26 (Cmd. 3717). 
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parts of tlie British. Empire which are not separate 
members of the League. 

4. Relations with Foreign States. — ^For all purposes 
but war and neutrahty the Dominions may be re- 
garded as independent States. The Treaty of Ver- 
sailles, 1919, was signed by the United Kingdom for 
the British Empire generally as well as by the repre- 
sentatives of each Dominion for their own country. 
Admission to membership of the League of Nations and 
the International Labour Organisation, which carries 
with it eligibility for representation on the Council 
and the right to nominate judges of the Permanent 
Court of International Justice, is recognition by all 
other member States of independent status. The 
acceptance of separate diplomatic representation 
at certain foreign Capitals is further recognition. 
Treaties are entered into with foreign States, bearing 
in some cases the separate seal of the Dominion, in 
place of the Great Seal. The exercise of the treaty- 
making power is subject to rules agreed upon at the 
three Imperial Conferences and has been accepted 
by other States. 

6. Appellate Jurisdiction of Judicial Committee of 
the Privy Council . — ^Finally there is a matter of 
prerogative where conventional usage plays only a 
small part. There was preserved by the Judicial 
Committee Acts, 1833 and 1844, the right of the 
Crown, exercisable in practice by the Judicial Com- 
mittee, to grant leave to any of its subjects to appeal 
from a decision of a colonial court. No colonial 
legislature has power to abolish this prerogative 
except under the authority of an Act of Parliament. 
For the right was made statutory by the Acts of 
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1833 and 1844 and the rule of repugnancy under 
s. 2 of the Colonial Laws Validity Act would operate.^ 
So far as this objection applied to the abolition of 
the right by a Dominion Parliament, it has ceased to 
operate with the repeal of the Colonial Laws Validity 
Act in its application to a Dominion by s. 2 of the 
Statute of Westminster. This Act has also (s. 3) 
removed any objection based upon the extra-territorial 
effect of colonial legislation. It has been expressly 
decided in British Coal Corporation v. The King^ 
that the Parliament of the Dominion of Canada has 
power to abolish the granting of special leave to appeal 
in criminal cases. It is implied in s. 10 of the Status 
of the Union Act, 1934, that the Union could, if it 
wished, abolish the prerogative right. The Common- 
wealth Constitution, 1900, para. 74, restricted the 
grant of special leave to appeal in cases involving the 
limits inter se of the constitutional powers of the 
Commonwealth and those of any State or States, as 
well as of the constitutional powers of any two or 
more States. It also provided that the Common- 
wealth Parliament should have power to make laws 
limiting the matters in which leave to appeal might 
be asked. 

All this leaves little room for conventional 
practice. But it is worth recording that the 
Imperial Conference, 1926, stated its agreement 
that “ it was no part of the policy of His Majesty’s 
Government in Great Britain that questions affect- 
ing judicial appeals should be determined otherwise 

* See p. ci, anie ; of. Nadan v. The King [1926] A.C. 482 ; J. & 
Y. 93* 

* [1936] A.C. 500 ; J. & Y. 121. See p. o, arde. 
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than in accordance with the wishes of the part of 
the Empire primarily afiected/' The repeal of the 
Colonial Laws Validity Act in its application to 
the Dominions has made it possible for all the 
Dominions (but not the Australian States and prob- 
ably not the Canadian Provinces) to determine these 
questions as a matter of law for themselves. So 
far as the prerogative right to grant special leave 
remains, the Judicial Committee has placed on 
record the manner in which it exercises its discretion. 
This statement shows that the Committee endeavours 
to interpret its function upon the principles of 
autonomy. 

We are not Ministers in any sense ; we are a Com m ittee 
of Privy Councillors who are acting in the capacity of judges, 
but the peculiarity of the situation is this : it is a long- 
standing constitutional anomaly that we are really a Com- 
mittee of the Privy Council giving advice to His Majesty, 
but in a judicial spirit. We have nothing to do with policies, 
or party considerations ; we are really judges, but in form 
and in name we are the Committee of the Privy Council. 
The Sovereign gives the judgment himself, and always acts 
upon the report which we make. Our report is made public 
before it is sent up to the Sovereign in Council. It is de- 
livered here in a printed form. It is a report as to what 
is proper to be done on the principles of justice ; and it is 
acted on by the Sovereign in full Privy Council; so that 
you see, in substance, what takes place is a strictly judicial 
proceeding. 

That being so, the next question is : what is the position 
of the Sovereign sitting in Council in giving formal effect to 
our advice, and what are our functions in advising him ? 
The Judicial Committee of the Privy Council is not an 
English body in any exclusive sense. It is no more an 
English body than it is an Indian body, or a Canadian body, 
or a South African body, or, for the future, an Irish Free 
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State body. There sit among our numbers Privy Councillors 
who may be learned judges of Canada — ^there was one sitting 
with us last week — or from India, or we may have the Chief 
Justice, and very often have had others, from the other 
Dominions, Australia and .South Africa. I mention that for 
the purpose of bringing out the fact that the Judicial Com- 
mittee of the Privy Council is not a body, strictly speaking, 
with any location. The Sovereign is everywhere throughout 
the Empire in the contemplation of the law. He may as 
well sit in Dublin, or at Ottawa, or in South Africa, or in 
Australia, or in India as he may sit here, and it is only for 
convenience, and because we have a court, and because the 
members of the Privy Council are conveniently here that we 
do sit here ; but the Privy Councillors from the Dominions 
may be summoned to sit with us, and then we sit as an 
Imperial court which represents the Empire, and not any 
particular part of it. It is necessary to observe what effect 
that has upon the present situation. The Sovereign, as the 
Sovereign of the Empire, has retained the prerogative of 
justice, but by an Imperial Statute to which he assented, 
that was modified as regards constitutional questions in the 
case of Australia. That is the only case that I need refer 
to where there has been any modification. 

In Ireland, under the Constitution Act,^ by Art. 66, the 
prerogative is saved, and the prerogative therefore exists 
in Ireland, just as it does in Canada, South Africa, India, 
and right through the Empire with the single exception 
that I have mentioned— that it is modified in the case of 
the Commonwealth of Australia in reference to, but only 
in reference to, constitutional disputes in Australia. That 
bemg so, the Sovereign retains the ancient prerogative of 
being the supreme tribunal of justice ; I need not observe 
that the growth of the Empire and the growth particularly 
of the Dominions, has led to a very substantial restriction 
of the exercise of the prerogative by the Sovereign on the 
advice of the Judicial Committee. It is obviously proper 

1 The Constitution of 1922 was replaced, after many amendments, 
in 1937 by the Constitution for Eire (Ireland). 
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that the Dominions should more and more dispose of their 
own cases, and in criminal cases it has been laid down so 
strictly that it is only in most exceptional cases that the 
Sovereign is advised to intervene. In other cases the practice 
which has grown up, or the unwritten usage which has grown 
up, is that the Judicial Committee is to look closely into the 
nature of the case, and, if, in their Lordships’ opinion, the 
question is one that can best be determined on the spot, 
then the Sovereign is not, as a rule, advised to intervene, nor 
is he advised to intervene normally — I am not laying down 
precise rules now, but I am laying down the general principles 
— unless the case is one involving some great principle or is of 
some very wide public iuterest. It is also necessary to keep 
a certain discretion, because when you are dealing with 
the Dominions you find that they differ very much. For 
instance, in States that are not unitary States — ^that is to 
say. States within themselves — questions may arise between 
the central Government and the State, which, when an 
appeal is admitted, give rise very readily to questions which 
are apparently very small, but which may involve serious 
considerations, and there leave to appeal is given rather 
freely. In Canada there are a number of cases in which 
leave to appeal is granted because Canada is not a unitary 
State, and because it is the desire of Canada itself that 
the Sovereign should retain the power of exercising his 
prerogative ; but that does not apply to internal disputes 
not concerned with constitutional questions, but relating 
to matters of fact. There the rule against giving leave to 
appeal from the Supreme Court of Canada is strictly observed 
where no great constitutional question, or question of law, 
emerges. In the case of South Africa, which is a umtary 
State, counsel will observe that the practice has become 
very strict. We are not at all disposed to adyise the 
Sovereign, unless there is some exceptional question, such 
as the magnitude of the question of law involved, or it is 
a question of public interest in the Do minio n to give leave 
to appeal. It is obvious that the Dommions may differ 
in a certain sense among themselves. For instance, in 
India leave to appeal is more freely given than elsewhere, 
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but the genesis of that is the requirements of India, and the 
desire of the people of India. In South Africa, we take the 
general sense of that Dominion into account, and restrict 
the cases in which we advise His Majesty to give leave to 
appeal. It becomes with the Dominions more and more 
or less and less as they please. We go upon the principles 
of autonomy on the question of exercising the discretion as 
to granting leave to appeal. It is within the Sovereign’s 
power, but the Sovereign, looking at the matter, exercises 
this discretion.^ 

It is unprofitable to speculate upon the effect 
of Dominion autonomy in the event of a war in 
which Great Britain may be involved. Such an event 
might well prove the solidarity of the British 
Commonwealth, as it did in 1914. But there have 
been numerous declarations on the part of Dominion 
statesmen claiming the right to remain neutral in 
such a war. Others have declared with equal 
emphasis that the separate defence of a Dominion 
is an idle dream and that constitutional niceties 
should be disregarded in preparing for the mutual 
defence of aU parts of the Commonwealth. In 
support of the former school of thought may be 
instanced the constitutional practice, which prevents 
a military establishment for training members of 
the Crown Forces of the United Kingdom being set 
up in time of peace, e,.g. in Canada. For autonomy 
demands that aU military establishments must be 
owned, maintained and controlled by the Dominion 
Government alone. On the other hand the associa- 
tion between the Royal Navy and the Royal 
Australian Navy in the Pacific is a close one. 

1 Extiaot from the Speech of Lord Haldane in EvTL v. M‘Kmm and 
Others [1926] I.R. 402. 
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Australia and New Zealand are peculiarly vulnerable 
to hostile sea-power, but as yet unable to Tua.intfl.in 
the burden of adequate naval defence. 

The anxiety of the Dominions lest they should 
be involved in a general war in which Great Britain 
participated on the continent of Europe is one that 
must evoke sympathetic xmderstanding in this 
country. But so dubious is the assurance that 
neutrality on the part of any Dominion, at all events 
in the event of a general naval war, would be possible 
that the rearmament of Great Britain against perils 
from Europe has been accompanied by similar pre- 
cautions on the part of the Dominions on a scale 
proportionate to their resources. To this extent 
there is recognition that autonomy to conduct foreign 
relations in tune of peace may not be recognised by 
States which may in the future be at war with Great 
Britain as including the right of the Do m in i ons to 
remain neutral. 

Conventions and the Increase of Governmental 
Power . — ^Dicey saw in the conventions which he 
noted as new in 1914 ^ a general tendency to increase 
the power of any party which possessed a parlia- 
mentary majority. “ Party warfare in England is, 
in short, conducted by leading parliamentarians who 
constitute the actual Cabinet or the expected Cabinet. 
... It may be maintained with much plausibility 
that under the quinquennial Parliament created by 
the Parliament Act the British electorate will each 
five yeairs do little else than elect the party or the 
Premier by whom the country shall be governed for 

^ Presumably he excluded his observations on the habits of reigning 
monarohs ; see 8th ed. (1915), pp. l-H. 
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five years.” ^ He noted the decline in the influence 
of the private member and that legislation had 
become in effect the business exclusively of the 
Cabinet. “ The plain truth is that the power which 
has fallen into the hands of the Cabinet may be 
all but necessary for the conduct of popular govern- 
ment in Engl an d under our existing constitution.” ® 

In 1938 it is even more apparent that the power 
of the Government of the day, and particularly of 
the Prime Minister, has increased.® Certain factors, 
new since 1914, may be noted. It was the emergency 
period of the war of 1914-1919 which left its legacy 
in the form of a strengthened administration. The 
formation of the War Cabinet was a recognition that 
control of policy could be divorced from depart- 
mental duties when all governmental activity required 
to be subordinated to the attainment of a single 
object. This Cabinet consisted of five Ministers, to 
whom was added later General Smuts, a member of 
neither House of the United Kingdom Parliament. 
Except the Chancellor of the Exchequer no member 
of the Cabinet held an office requiring attention to 
onerous departmental responsibilities. Quick deci- 
sions were needed. The task of the War Cabinet 
was to take those decisions. The precedent of the 
War Cabinet was not repeated after 1919, but it 
showed how the machinery of government could 

Ojp. city pp. Iv-lvi. The Parliament Act may also be regarded 
as strengthening the hand of any Cabinet in which the Conservative 
Party does not predominate. 

* Op. city p. Ivi. 

* Even of a Prime Minister like Mr. Kamsay MacDonald who for 
four years led a Government which was supported by only a handful 
of his former political associates. 
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effectively be speeded up in a crisis.^ Tbe reversion 
to the normal tjrpe of Cabinet has, however, been 
accompanied by some increase in the employment 
of sinecure ofB.ce holders of Cabinet rank (such as the 
Lord President of the Council, the Lord Privy Seal, 
the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster), upon 
special tasks to assist chiefly the Prime Minister 
and the Foreign Secretary. For a short while in 
1935 a Mini ster without even nominal departmental 
duties was appointed, again following a war-time 
precedent.^* In 1937-38 the Chancellor of the Duchy 
of Lancaster was given a seat in the Cabinet and 
attached successively to the Air Ministry and to 
the Home OflBce as an extra-ordinary Minis ter with 
duties in those Departments. The Committee on the 
Machinery of Government, of which Lord Plaldane 
was chairman, advocated in 1918 a Cabinet of twelve 
and a more logical distribution of responsibility and 
functions between the Cabinet and Departmental 
Ministers outside the Cabinet. This recommenda- 
tion was not adopted, largely because the War 
Cabinet experiment had shown that Ministers had 
been deprived of an effective voice in matters 
concerning their Departments. But greater co- 
ordination of the Service Departments and other 
Departments connected with problems of defence 
has been secured by the appointment of a Minister 
for the Co-ordination of Defence. This appointment 

^ In the European crisis of 1938 there were frequent public references 
to the Inner Cabinet, consisting of the Prime Minister, the Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, the Home Secretary and the Eoreign Secretary. 
See also Jennings, Cabinet Government ( 1936), pp. 196-198, 204. 

® Lord Eustace Percy. The same Cabinet contained another 
Minister without portfolio, but he was responsible for the conduct of 
foreign affairs in collaboration with the Foreign Secretary. 
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lias been accompanied by a drastic revision of tbe 
constitution and work of tbe Committee of Imperial 
Defence. 

A most important factor in increasing tbe power 
of tbe Cabinet, and particularly of tbe Prime Minister, 
bas been tbe institution of tbe Cabinet Secretariat, 
another legacy of war-time administration. An in- 
formal committee wbicb kept no records (save tbe 
Prune Minister’s letter to tbe King) bas been changed 
into a body whose decisions (“ conclusions ”) are 
recorded in a form wbicb gives a summary of tbe 
information and tbe general nature of tbe arguments 
upon wbicb decisions are based.^ Thus tbe respon- 
sibibty of tbe Departments bas been diminished 
as that of tbe Cabinet bas increased. Normally a 
Minister, if in tbe Cabinet, orders bis Department 
to take tbe necessary action. If not, a conclusion 
is communicated by tbe Cabinet to tbe Minister and 
bas to be carried out: in tbe past it rested largely 
with tbe individual Minister concerned to interpret 
tbe debberations of tbe Cabinet in bis own terms. 
Particularly is this increased power of tbe Cabinet and 
of its Cbainnan, tbe Prime Miaister, to be observed 
in tbe sphere of foreign affairs. Mr. Lloyd George 
and others have revealed that in tbe eight years 
from 1906 to 1914 foreign affairs seldom occupied 
tbe time of tbe Cabinet.* It is clear that in recent 
years by reason of tbe succession of political crises 
abroad, if for no other reason, tbe Cabinet bas been 
more closely in touch with tbe work of tbe Foreign 
Office. 


^ Jennings, Cabinet Qovemmeni (1936), pp. 212-213. 

* War Memoirs (abridged ed., 1938), vol. i, pp. 27 et seq. 
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Any technique which, increases the efficiency of 
Cabiuet government necessarily places greater power 
in the hands of a Ministry. But apart from this, 
conditions of late years have been increasingly 
favourable to the concentration of power in the 
Administration. Tie huge majorities which have 
supported successive Administrations from 1906-10, 
1914-21, from 1924-29 (to a less degree) and con- 
tinuously since 1931, have weakened the powers of 
Oppositions to oppose. The assmnption of office by 
Coalition or National Governments has cut at the 
whole basis of party government. For it assumes, 
though not always successfully, that party and 
national interests are identical. This tends to put 
the Opposition in a false position of being regarded 
as anti-national, if they perform effectively the 
proper function of every Opposition, namely, to 
oppose. The essential condition of parliamentary 
government is that the Government should govern 
by agreement with the Opposition ; but it is equally 
vital that the Opposition should be at liberty to 
criticise the Government. Wherever diSerences ate 
possible;, they should be settled by agreement pre- 
ceded by reasoned argument, for one side of which the 
Opposition is mainly responsible. If a Government 
successfully identifies its policy as being synonymous 
with the honour and safety of the nation, the task 
of the Opposition becomes invidious and correspond- 
ingly the partisan authority of the party in power 
increases in extent. 

The increasing complexity of the business of 
governing has certainly not relaxed the pressure 
which Cabinets put upon the House of Commons to 
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grant timA for government business at tbe e]q)ense 
of private Members. Few Bills introduced by a 
private Member can to-day find tbeir way to tbe 
statute-book unless they are unopposed measures 
or unless tbey are adopted after second reading by 
a Department or are blessed by Ministers wbo are 
able and willing to persuade tbe Government to 
leave time for tbe furtber stages in tbe Commons. 
Tbe Matrimonial Causes Act, 1937, is one of tbe few 
bigbly controversial measures sponsored by private 
Members wbicb have become law in recent years. 

Another factor wbicb bas contributed to Cabinet 
domination is tbe rebance upon State assistance 
wbicb is found in so many directions. Instead of 
being tbe body to resist tbe demands of tbe Crown 
for supplies until grievances bave been redressed, 
tbe Commons to-day press for tbe redress of griev- 
ances by State subsidies, either by direct payments 
from tbe Exchequer or in various disguises, such as 
tariffs, quota payments or controlled prices. Nor 
does tbe process stop at financial assistance. There is 
an insistent demand for more and more regulation 
by tbe State wbicb can best be summed up by the 
word, “ planning.” Tbe result is that legislation 
bas become almost exclusively a matter of govern- 
ment business. Legislation of this character is 
necessarily complex and cannot readily be amended 
in vital particulars, even if tbe Commons wished to 
do so, without wrecking tbe policy wbicb it seeks 
to interpret in terms of laws. Tbe Bill as presented 
to tbe House contains a carefully prepared and 
elaborate scheme, tbe work of expert bands ; it is 
seldom amended except in details. It is only on 
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rare occasions, as with the first proposal for the 
national defence contribution tax in 1937, that a 
Government has to face serious opposition in the 
House. And in this particular instance it was 
notorious that the proposed tax had not been 
adequately considered by the Treasury, which was 
deprived of its customary consultation with the 
City of London. This was on account of the close 
secrecy which had been imposed upon the contents 
of the Budget Speech following upon disclosures to 
private individuals ia advance of its delivery in the 
House of Commons on the previous occasion. The 
reluctance on the part of its opponents to force a 
dissolution of Parliament before due time is another 
factor which strengthens the position of the Govem- 
ment.i The cumulative effect of these considerations 
thus confirms Dicey’s view that “the control of 
legislation and indeed the whole government of the 
country is in the hands of the Cabinet.” ® 

The position of the Prime Minister, no longer 
fair ifiter fares, in the Cabmet has undergone change 
in recent years. As chairman of a body whose 
decisions are directly put into operation at the 
order of Departmental Ministers charged with theic 
execution, he is necessarily in a stronger position 
in the days before the establishment of the 
Cabinet Secretariat. Previously it rested with indi- 
vidual Ministers to interpret the decisions of the 
Cabinet in terms of departmental action. The in- 
crease in the number of Ministerial posts to be 
filled by his choice has added to his political patron- 
age. Junior Ministerial appointments are all made 
^ See p. czzzii, ^oaL ® 8th ed, (1915), p. Iv. 
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by tbe Prime Minister, and not by tbe Secretary 
of State or Minister in charge of tbe Department. 
Eecent Prime Ministers have all held tbe ofB.ce of 
First Lord of tbe Treasury, wbicb carries with it 
responsibility for tbe Establisbments Branch of tbe 
Treasury. Advised by tbe Permanent Secretary to 
tbe Treasury, tbe uncrowned bead of PQs Majesty’s 
Gvil Service, tbe Prime Minister as First Lord has 
sanctioned since 1920 aU appointments to tbe highest 
Departmental posts in tbe Service.^ But tbe chief 
factor in a Prime Minister’s predominant position 
is that successive extensions of tbe franchise have 
made him more and more tbe direct choice of tbe 
people. Tbe precedent of King George V’s prefer- 
ence for Mr. Baldwin over Lord Curzon in 1923 may 
be regarded as estabbsbing that tbe Prime Minister 
must be a member of tbe House of Commons.^ Thus 
be must lead that House in practice, though be may 
delegate leadership for routine matters to a Cabinet 
colleague. Tbe |)resence in the House of Commons 
of a majority pledged to support tbe pobcy of an 
individual statesman makes bis relations with tbe 
Crown, with bis Ministerial colleagues and with bis 

^ Jeniiing3,Ca5iMe<(?o®emme»t(1936),p.ll4. ForthePrimeMinister’s 
relations with the Foreign Secretary, see cif., pp. 164-180. The 
independence of the Foreign Office (p. 169) was probably checked by 
the Cabinet crisis of February, 1938, which culminated in the resignation 
of the Foreign Secretary, Mr. Eden. 

^ This precedent has been claimed as establishing a new conven- 
tion, but it is perhaps premature so to regard it. It is also to be noted 
that a peer, despite protests in the Commons, could be appointed 
Foreign Secretary in 1938 in the person of Lord Halifax. Hut the 
practice certainly tends to harden in favour of the Ministers of the 
more important Departments having seats in the Commons, e.^. the 
resignation in 1938 of Lord Swinton as Air Minister and of Lord 
Harlech (on succeeding to the peerage) as Colonial Secretary. 
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supporters in tte House very different from those of 
a Chief Minister of the eighteenth and even of the 
nineteenth century.^ 

Dicey’s Later Yiews upon Conventions. — ^Dicey’s 
analysis of constitutional conventions has been 
rightly described by his most formidable critic as 
a magnificent contijbution to Enghsh public law,® 
Again he exceeds his self-imposed limitation upon 
the duty of a professor of constitutional law. “ With 
conventions and understandings the lawyer has no 
direct concern. . . . His (a professor of law’s) proper 
function is to show what are the legal rules {i.e. 
rules recognised by the courts) which are to be fotmd 
in the several parts of the constitution.” ® If 
to-day the reasons he gave for obedience to conven- 
tions are generally rejected, we are grateful that 
they afforded him this excuse for discussing political 
theory. 

He used the term, conventions, to describe the 
various customs, practices, maxims and precepts of 
which constitutional or pohtical ethics consist. He 
then sought to explain — rafter a brilliant analysis of 
their content — ^the connection between the legal and 
the conventional elements in the constitution. The 
term, convention, was not happily chosen.^ To the 
international lawyer it suggests express agreement 
upon definite matters, such as shipping laws, sanitary 
regulations or some branch of inter-State communica- 

^ Anson, Law and Custom of the Constitution (4tli ed., 1935), vol. ii, 
pt. 1, p. 130. 

2 Jennings, “ In Praise of Dicey,” Article in Public Administration, 
vol. xiii (1936), 2. 

® See pp. 30, 31, ^ost 

^ See Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), p. 80. 
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tions, like posts or telephones. It is only in the 
sphere of the constitutional relations between the 
naembers of the British Commonwealth that this 
meaning applies to constitutional xmderstandings, 
and with conventions of this type the author did 
not deal. Nor could he properly have done so in 
1885. But whatever the validity of the criticism, 
the term has been generally accepted to the exclusion 
of “ custom,” which Anson preferred, to describe 
the practices and understandings of which Cabinet 
government consists and which determine the working 
of the legislature. 

A survey of the field of conventions in 1938 has 
necessarily covered a wider field than was open to 
examination in 1885. The author asked himself in 
1914 whether there had been any notable changes 
at that date. He found the answer twofold, for : 
(A) new conventions had arisen and (B) old ones had 
been converted into enacted law, or their operation 
closely afEected by changes in the law. For the 
latter Dicey found in the recent Parliament Act, 
1911, the best examples of enacted conventions, 
just as to-day the Statute of Westminster, 1931, has 
brought legal form into harmony with the more 
recent conventions governing the exercise of legis- 
lative power by and in relation to the Dominions. 
Under the former head Dicey discussed the new 
convention which he considered all but compelled 
a Ministry when defeated at a general election to 
resign office. On four occasions between 1860 and 
1886 a Ministry had resigned without waiting to meet 
Parliament, contrary to the leading precedent which 
had been set by Peel in 1834. This new convention 
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lie considered to be an. acknowledgment that tbe 
electorate constituted politically tbe true sovereign ; 
that a general election tended to decide that a 
particular party should bold office for tbe duration 
of a new Parbament, and in some cases to elect a 
particular Prime Minister for that period. 

His other examples of conventions which had 
been developing in the preceding thirty years were : 
(1) the habit of the reigning monarch to share in 
and to give expression to the moral feelings of British 
subjects ; (2) the procedure adopted by the House 
of Commons to prevent obstruction, i.e. the various 
special devices for closure in order to expedite 
legislation. 

What have subsequent developments shown to 
support these observations % 

A. (1) MesigriMion of a Ministry following upon 
defeat at a general election. In 1923 Mr. Baldwin 
advised a dissolution in order to secure approval 
for introducing a system of tariffs as a remedy for 
unemployment. His party remained the strongest 
numerically after the election, but had no absolute 
majority over the Labour and Liberal Oppositions. 
The Conservative Government met Parliament, was 
defeated, and resigned. The next year Mr. Ramsay 
MacDonald’s Labour Ministry, which commanded 
only one-third of the votes in the House, except 
when supported by the Liberals, was defeated on 
the Campbell case (withdrawal of a political prosecu- 
tion). The Prime Minister advised a dissolution. The 
Conservatives were returned with a clear majority 
and the Ministry resigned without meeting Parlia- 
ment. At the General Election, 1929, the Conserva- 
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tive majority was lost and the Government resigned. 
A Labour Ministry took office, though also without 
a majority, before Parliament met. The history of 
Ministries since 1929 afford no further guidance. 

It may be agreed that Mr. Baldwin was not bound 
by Dicey’s new convention in 1923 ; indeed the 
situation created by the electorate retiuming three 
opposing parties to the Commons in approximately 
equal numbers makes it even more difficult to accept 
the electorate as the “ true political sovereign ’■* ; for 
that “ sovereign ” in 1923 had, in Austin’s language,^ 
failed to impose upon any party the trust “to be 
imported by the correlative egressions ‘ delegation ’ 
and ‘ representation.’ ” But clearly in 1924 and 
ostensibly, if less certainly, in 1929 the General 
Election decided that a new party should hold office 
with its acknowledged leader as Prime Minister.^ 

(2) The habit of the reigning Monarch to share and 
give expression to the moral feelings of British subjects. 
In 1938 it is permissible to say that — (a) TCing 
George V as witnessed by his actions during 1914-18, 
by the sympathy shown during his illness in 1928- 
1929, by the acclamation which greeted him and 
Queen Mary in 1935 on the occasion of his Jubilee 
(despite the attempt to make political capital out 
of the proposed celebration) showed to the full his 
appreciation of the ethical code which is expected 
of the Sovereign : (6) that King Edward VIII, who 
had long sought to develop the code by his closer 

^ See pp, 74, 75, post 

^ 2 See Emden, The People and the Constitution (1933), for a full 
discussion of the People as a deciding factor in the choice of Ministries, 
esp. pp. 199-236, 299-302. For the mandate principle, cf. Jennings, 
The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 157-160. 
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contacts with the lives of the more humhle and the 
more distant of his father’s subjects, recognised, as 
did those who advised him, that the new convention 
must be extended into his domestic affairs. Incident- 
ally, if Dicey be right in including this “political 
habit or convention,” it is clearly outside the sanction 
of law proper, however indirectly enforced.^ It can 
scarcely be argued that the breach of this conven- 
tion in the form of an alliance with a twice-divorced 
American could have led to any action being taken 
in the courts against the King or his advisers who 
might have accepted responsibility for his marriage, 
(c) The rapidity with which action was taken by 
King George VI to restore the court regime of his 
father is evidence that his Ministers feared the pace at 
which the convention had been allowed to develop. 

(3) Home of Commons procedure to prevent obstruc- 
tion. The Closure and its variations, the Guillotine 
and the Kangaroo,* are rules of the Commons which 
are enforced as law by the House, but are certainly 
not rules recognised by the courts. Parliamentary 
practice indeed closely resembles strict law in all 
its characteristics, save in the actual organ of en- 
forcement. The refusal of the courts to determine 
a right to be exercised within the House itself, as 
instanced by Bradlaugh v. Gossett,^ received confirma- 
tion in The King v. Graham-Camphell, ex parte 
Herbert,^ where it was held that the sale of liquor 

^ See discussion on Sanctions to Conventions, pp. cxxxvi et seq,, ^ost^ 
and ch. xv. 

* Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1935), pp. 151-152. 

® (1883) 8 A.C. 354 ; see pp. 32, 33, fost^ and Wade and Phillips, 

op. cit,, pp. 135-136. 

* [1935] 1 K.B. 594. 
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in circumstances wMcli were alleged to inj&ringe the 
provisions of the Licensiug Acts within the preciucts 
of the House was a matter only of iutemal regulation 
with which no court had jurisdiction to interfere. 
A further development of parliamentary procedure 
may he noticed. In 1935 an allocation of time for 
the various stages of the Bill was by agreement 
substituted for the GruQlotine when the Government 
of India BiU was before the House. Such agreement 
could hardly be attained to-day, any more than in 
the Home Eule Bill controversies of the last century, 
in the case of measures which engender real opposi- 
tion (except on the part of a small minority of 
supporters of the Government). But the precedent 
may well be followed in the case of non-oontentious 
measures of agreeing beforehand a time-table for the 
discussion of a BiU in its various stages. 

B. Enacted Conventions as illustrate by the Parlia- 
ment Act, 1911. Dicey saw in the enactment of 
rules governing the relations between the two 
Houses in legislative matters : (1) some progress 
towards the establishment of an enacted constitu- 
tion ; (2) a great restraint upon, if not the abolition 
of, the royal prerogative to create peers to swamp 
the House of Lords ; (3) the likelihood of each 
Parliament enduring for the fuU span of five years 
(which replaced the seven years of the Septennial 
Act, 1715) — a matter also afEected by the payment 
of salaries to members from 1911 onwards ; (4) power 
for the Commons’ majority to resist or overrule the 
wUl of the electors ; (5) peril to the Speaker’s 
independent position.^ 

1 8th ed. (1915), pp. U-lTiiL 
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The Parliament Act has remained, temporary in 
character though its preamble described it, the law 
for nearly thirty years. Only one measure has 
reached the statute-book through its provisions and 
with some amendment come into operation (Welsh 
Church Act, 1914 ) ; another was enacted, suspended 
and subsequently repealed (Government of Ireland 
Act, 1914 ). The positive efiect is thus negligible, 
but this may be in part accounted for by the fact 
that since 1915 Coalition or National Governments 
have held office for the greater part of the time, 
thus avoiding the hkelihood of conffict with the 
House of Lords. Nor has any Government which 
has been mxable to command the support of the 
Lords been in power for more than two successive 
years during this period. 

(1) Progress towards an enacted constitution. Just 
as the Statute of Westminster gave legal form to 
the convention of non-interference in matters of 
Dominion legislation, so the Parliament Act in more 
certain terms made law the conventional rule of 
some two and a half centuries that the Lords may 
not reject a Bill dealing exclusively with national 
finance. Until the rejection of the Fioance BiH, 
1909 , this rule had been unbroken, with the exception 
of the rejection of the Paper Duties Bill, 1860 , which 
led to the practice of Governments embodyiag their 
complete programme of new or amended taxes in 
a single Finance Bill. But the Parliament Act did 
more ; for it destroys the power to reject measures 
other than those relating exclusively to finance and 
substitutes therefor a suspensive veto of a minimum 
duration of two years. This power of total rejection 
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had frequently been used and was subject only to 
the convention that at some point or other the 
Lords ought to give way to the Commons. An 
enacted constitution will normally provide for the 
solution of deadlocks between the two Houses of 
the legislature ; cf. British North America Act, 1867, 
s. 26, and Commonwealth of Australia Constitution, 
1900, para. 57. It may then be agreed that the 
enactment of constitutional practices which were 
ambiguous to some extent has at least reduced the 
risk of conflict between the Lords and the G-ovem- 
ment, should the former adopt an antagonistic 
attitude to the latter’s legislative programme. It is 
not, however, easy to state how some of the rules 
prescribed by the Parliament Act, though undoubtedly 
laws proper, could be enforced in a court. It is 
unlikely that such a question could arise over the 
Speaker’s duties of certification of Money Bills. The 
difficulty, moreover, applies with equal force to 
other constitutional enactments, which prescribe no 
sanction, e.g. the provision in the Bill of Eights that 
the election of members of Parliament ought to be 
free — ^a provision which goes to the root of the 
democratic principle in the constitution, however 
imperfectly it was fulfilled in the eighteenth century. 

(2) Creaiion of peers. Dicey’s opinion was that 
the Act operated as a great restraint upon, if not 
as the abolition of, the royal prerogative to create 
peers to swamp the House of Lords. This view will 
not be accepted to-day by those who are impatient 
of progress towards that social milleuniimn which 
they envisage as capable of achievement only by 
administrative decrees issued under an Emergency 
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Act. For tlie enactment of tHs Act the suspensive 
veto of the House of Lords must he destroyed, so it 
is argued, immediately upon accession to power of 
a Government possessiug a majority in favour of 
“ social revolution.” The justification for the drastic 
remedy of a constitutional revolution achieved by 
governmental decree is said to lie in the precedent 
of the emergency legislation in 1931 rather than in 
that of the Defence of the Realm Acts, 1914r-15, 
which authorised the Administration to rule by 
Order in Council during the Great War. But most 
people wiU agree that the amendment of the Parlia- 
ment Act and the establishment of a Second Chamber 
constituted upon a democratic basis with greater, 
rather than less, power than the present Chamber, 
are more in harmony with the process of evolution 
which has always characterised the history of our 
constitution than the drastic use of the royal preroga- 
tive to force the hand of the Lords to assent to their 
own destruction. Such an amendment itself would 
be subject to the Parliament Act as regards the 
mode of its enactment and, therefore, could not be 
rejected by the Lords for a longer period (three 
sessions) than that Act allows. It may be agreed 
that the precedent for asking the Sovereign’s assent 
to the creation of a large number of peers to give 
the Government a majority in the Upper House 
has lost much of its force with the enactment of 
the Parliament Act. This has provided a substitute 
process for securing that the Lords do not reject a 
measure contrary to majority opinion. But it cannot 
be said that the prerogative power to coerce the 
Lords by new creations has been abolished. 
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(3) Bwaiim of Parliament for the full five years. 
The Parliament elected in December, 1910, was 
dissolved eight years later, its life having been 
prolonged by statute four times beyond the five-year 
limit in order to avoid a general election in war-time. 
Only two subsequent Parliaments have had their 
duration influenced by considerations of the time limit. 
The Parliament elected in October, 1924, was dissolved 
in May, 1929, on the advice of Mr. Baldwin, who 
was Prime Minister throughout its duration. The 
“ National ” Parliament elected in 1931 (October) 
sat for four years before its dissolution in the autumn 
of 1935. So far as it is permissible to draw any 
deduction from these precedents, it may be said that 
a Prime Minister will choose the occasion which he 
deems most favourable to the Government party 
occurring within a period of up to twelve months 
before dissolution is required by law. Mr. Baldwin, 
who in the 1931-35 Parliament was the leader of 
by far the largest number of the supporters of the 
National Government, stated on one occasion that 
he regarded the life of Parliament as limited to less 
than the full five years for this reason of obvious 
expediency. 

The result of payment of members may make 
the private member more reluctant to face a dissolu- 
tion. This factor increases the command of the 
Government whips over their supporters and perhaps 
makes the Opposition (outside the Shadow Cabinet) 
less anxious to face the electors at an early stage 
of a Parliament’s life. But there are other factors, 
including the huge expense involved in fighting a 
modem election, and the instability of even the 
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largest majority under conditions of universal suf- 
frage, wluch operate to the same end. 

(4) TheGoinnuMsandtlieJElecliyra^. The power of a 
majority in the House of Commons to resist or overrule 
the will of the electors is not an obvious result of the 
Parliament Act, so far as regards legislation other 
than Money Bills. There is a remote danger lest 
the absence of an effective veto by a Second Chamber 
might tempt a Grovemment to force through under 
cover of the provisions of a Money Bill a new proposal 
opposed by a large section of the electorate. This 
risk is minimis ed, if not eliminated, by the provisions 
relating to certification of such Bills by the Speaker. 
Proposals for legislation other than Money Bills are 
subject to a suspensive veto for three successive 
sessions. They would, unless first introduced in the 
opening session of a new Parliament, only pass into 
law if the conclusion that a Parliament’s life is 
limited to four rather than five years be accepted, 
either immediately before or after the next general 
election. K before, no Government would, in view 
of its forthcoming appeal to the electorate, risk 
taking advantage of the Parliament Act in the case 
of a measure which after three sessions still aroused 
substantial opposition in the country. If the passage 
of the Bill in the third session occurred after the general 
election, it could be validly claimed that the electorate 
had lately endorsed the Bill and objection could 
hardly be taken to its enactment. 

(6) The Speaker’s position. Lastly, the powers of 
certification conferred by the Act upon the Speaker 
led Dicey to see peril to his independent position. 
He feared lest the majority party would secure for 
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that office a partisan rather than a judge. Little 
has occurred since 1914 to confirm this view. The 
local organisation of one of the Opposition parties 
decided, ia face of some disapproval from their 
parliamentary leaders, to oppose the sitting Speaker 
in his constituency in 1935. For many years the 
return of successive Speakers to Parliament had 
been unopposed. The motive was largely to protest 
against the constituency being deprived of active 
representation in the House by reason of the conven- 
tional rule which places, the Speaker above party. 
The Speaker contested the election and was returned 
by an overwhelming majority in a constituency 
where the majority of supporters of his former party 
did not obviously predominate. So far as this 
incident may be taken as showing popular approval 
of the Speaker’s impartial position, the conventional 
rule may be said to have been strengthened. Certi- 
fication (or the refusal thereof) of Money Bills is 
automatic and has so far raised no difficulties by 
reason of definition or otherwise. 

One final observation on the Parliament Act must 
suffice. There is some evidence that the prestige, 
of the House of Lords has been increased, as Lord 
Esher predicted,^ by the curtailment of its legal 
powers of rejection. The voice of reason is more 
readily heard when it can persuade, but no longer 
coerce. Those of the members, albeit a small 
minority, who are assiduous in their attendance to 
parliamentary duties, constitute an assembly of 
elder statesmen and pro-consuls of Empire as well 
ag of industry and commerce. The principle of the 

1 See p. Ixv, awie, 
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hereditary legislator is to-day indefensible (notwith- 
standing the survival of the houses of Cecil and 
Stanley), but the practice of conferring peerages 
upon leaders of public life does ensure iu the House 
of Lords a body of experienced opinion which might 
otherwise be lost to politics. 

It is the function of the Lords to debate policy 
where the enactment of legislation is not required. 
Foreign afiairs iu particular benefit from discussion 
away from the more controversial atmosphere of 
the Commons. Non-controversial subjects of legis- 
lation, e.g, measures of technicality such as law 
reform which are not afiected by the usual cleavage 
between the Government and the Opposition, can 
conveniently be introduced in the Second Chamber 
with an assurance that they will receive fuller con- 
sideration by a small body of experienced opinion 
than is probable or possible in the Commons. There 
have been occasions of late years when the Lords 
have risen to far greater heights than the Commons. 
The debates in 1927 and 1928 on the Measures of 
the Church Assembly proposing the use of the 
reformed book of common prayer furnished an 
illustration of the superiority of the Lords over the 
popular assembly. Again it was the Lords (and 
not the Commons) who in 1937 secured the ear of 
the Government in regard to the “massacre by 
motor.” But if there has been an increase in 
prestige accompanying the loss of power, there also 
remains the threat to democratic government in an 
assembly where the members of one Opposition 
party can be numbered on the fingers of the hand, 
while in the background lies the menace of the 
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legiou of Conservative peers wlio miglit once again 
emerge as in 1909 from the “ backwoods ” to defeat 
a progressive Government and so hasten their own 
political annihilation. 

TAe Sanction to Conventions .^ — “ The sanction 
which constrains the boldest political adventurer to 
obey the fundamental principles of the constitution 
and the conventions in which these principles are 
expressed is the fact that the breach of these principles 
and of these conventions will almost unmediately 
bring the offender into conflict with the courts and 
the law of the land.” ® 

Before discussing this conclusion it is well to recall 
that Dicey excluded conventions from the province 
of the constitutional lawyer.® He justified the atten- 
tion which he paid to the nature of conventions by 
showing their connection with law proper. This 
connection he foimd in the legal sanction which he 
regarded as securing ultinaate obedience to conven- 
tions. He, therefore, assumed that constitutional 
law excluded conventions, however helpful an under- 
standing of them might be to the constitutional 
lawyer. But this exclusion is not justified, even 
for the practitioner of law. For there are statutes 
which assume conventions as the basis of the law 
which they contain and cases where the judges have 
treated convention as law.^ If it could be agreed 
that there was a clear division between those rules of 
the constitution which are obligatory because they are 

^ See especially Jennings, The Law and the Ccmaitvtwn. (2nd ed., 
1938), ch. iii, sec. 2. 

* See pp. 446, 446, post. 

® See pp. 30, 31, of. pp. 417, 418, post. 

* Jennings, op. cit., pp. 114 et seq. 
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enforced in. tte courts and those which are observed 
naerelj as a matter of couvenient practice, it would 
be easier to accept the necessity for e^lainmg 
obedience to the latter through their coimection with 
the former. But no such clear line of distinction 
exists, once it is seen that the range of convention 
extends beyond the rules for securing the acceptance 
by Ministers of their responsibility to Parliament 
for the exercise of the royal prerogative. Ministerial 
responsibility has in practice superseded legal respon- 
sibility which was enforced by impeachment.^ It 
was a natural hne of reasoning for a lawyer to show 
that legal consequences might ensue from disregard 
of the usages by which ministerial responsibility had 
been established. Dicey took his strongest illustra- 
tion from the rule which compels annual meetings 
of Parliament in order to pass the Appropriation 
and Finance Bills and to renew the operation of 
the Army and Air Force (Annual) Act. As one who 
was for many years, even while a Professor at 
Oxford, Counsel to the Commissioners of Inland 
Revenue, he was naturally attracted to this example, 
but he lived long enough to learn later that, if any 
mconvenience was suffered by the Commissioners on 
account of the tardiness of Parliament to reimp'ose 
a tax, the law could quickly be adjusted by statute 
in favour of the revenue.® Thus the usage of coUect- 
ing a tax in advance of its authorisation by Parlia- 
ment became part of the law. This was the only 
result of the Administration breaking the law ; for 

1 Cf.pp.326, 327,porf. 

® See Bowles v. Bank of Etigland [1913] 1 Ch. 57 ; K. & L* 117, 
and the sequel to the case, the Provisional Collection of Taxes Act, 
1913. 
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it can do this witli impunity, since its majority in 
the Commons normally enables tbe passage o£ an 
Indemnity BiU through. Parliament. 

We have already said something of the wider 
field of .conventions, of their extension over the 
whole range of governmental activity, of their aU- 
important part in achieving Dominion autonomy 
without assistance from, and indeed in direct dis- 
regard of, the law imtil the enactment of the Statute 
of Westminster. Conventions which embody the 
measure of agreement reached at Imperial Confer- 
ences are normally implemented by governmental 
action and thereafter are regarded as binding. But 
they rest only upon the acceptance by the Govern- 
ments concerned of the commitments undertaken by 
the Prime Ministers and other delegates. Resolu- 
tions of such conferences have no force. A change 
of Government may prevent their being implemented. 
There is no tribunal to decide such disputes as may 
arise about their meaning and application, much 
less to enforce such conventions. The proposal for 
an inter-Commonwealth tribunal discussed by the 
Imperial Conference, 1930 ,^ has not as yet been 
adopted. Yet the basis of the Statute of West- 
mmster rests upon the acceptance of constitutional 
practice established by such conventions, two of 
• which are expressly recited in the preamble. Nor 
does s. 4 contain any mention of a sanction. It is 
supplementary of the convention in the preamble 
which it enacts as a rule of construction in that 
it provides that no Act of Parliament of the 
United Kingdom shall extend to a Dominion nnTfian 

1 See Report, pp. 22-24 (1930, Cmd. 3717). 
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with, the request and consent of the Dominion 
concerned. 

We have already referred to the judicial recogni- 
tion of conventions of this type by the Judicial 
Committee of the Privy Coimcil in the British Goal 
Corporaiion case.^ 

Examples of the mingling of law and convention 
abound in the law and custom of Parliament. Some 
part of the law of Parliament is statutory ; the law- 
relating to representation in the House of Commons, 
i.e. the distribution of seats, the franchise, the 
secrecy of the ballot, is clearly part of the law of 
the constitution which may be enforced in the 
courts. But is it clear that the statutory limitation 
by the Parliament Act, 1911, of the powers of the . 
House of Lords could ever be so enforced 1 ® Or 
are these limitations any less a matter of law than 
others which are purely conventional, such as the 
rule which enables the Commons as a matter of 
privilege to resist amendment of financial Bills by 
the Lords, a rule which is not included in the Parlia- 
ment Act ? Such a rule is as binding upon the 
Lords as the statutory restriction of their power. 

The Standing Orders of each House closely re- 
semble law proper. They are definite rules enforced 
by the House and not, it is true, by an independent 
outside tribunal, but they are for the greater part 
treated as obligatory. They are in no sense rules 
which call for enforcement by the ordinary courts. 
One fundamental principle of British constitutional 
law which is enshrined in the constitution of every 


^ See Intro, p. c, ante, 

® Intro, p. cxxx, ante, and App. sec. vi, for text of 
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Dominion is to be found in these Orders. The 
Standing Orders of the House of Commons relating 
to public money, among which are to be found the 
earliest and, for more than a century, the only orders 
made for the Commons for their self-government,^ 
require that every motion which in any way creates 
a charge upon the public revenue must receive the 
recommendation of the Crown, i.e. be recommended 
by a Minister of the Crown, before it can be sanc- 
tioned by the House, and upon receipt of such 
recommendation from a Minister the matter must 
be adjourned to a future day and be referred to the 
consideration of a committee of the whole House 
before any resolution or vote of the House is passed. 

The fact that in the United Kingdom this principle 
is conventional, while in each of the Dominions it is 
contained in the Constitution Act, does not mean 
that it is regarded as less fundamental here than it is 
in other parts of the British Commonwealth. It is 
a rule of constitutional law, not because it is part 
of the law of the land enforceable by the courts, 
but because it has proved its value over a long period 
and so become established by custom. It may be 
conceded that it would be easier to change the rule 
by amendment of Standing Orders than by amend- 
ment of the constitution of any of the Dominions. 
But since no Government could conceivably wish to 
wreck this corner-stone of its responsibility for the 
conduct of afiairs, the principle is in fact as safely 
secured in the United Kingdom as it is as a rule of 
law in the Constitution Acts of the Dominions. 

1 May, Farlwrmniary Rraelwe(lZth. ed., 1924), pp. 606-608. Standing 
Orders Nos. 66-71b. Nos. 66, 67 and 68 date from 1713, 1707 and 
1715 respectively. 
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Lastly tlie positions of tlie Prime Minister and of 
Ms potential successor, the Leader of the Opposition, 
illustrate that conventions are part and parcel of 
constitutional law. It is true, as Jennings points 
out,^ that the Prune Minister is mentioned only 
three times in the statute-book and that by this 
test he receives an emolument of £10,000 a year, 
the right to a pension, and the occupation of a 
country seat in return for performing the task of 
nominating members to sit on two councils for 
physical training; and that the Leader of the 
Opposition is legally non-existent except for the 
provision of his salary.® But the legislation is based 
upon the assumption that there is a Prime Minister 
and a Leader of the Opposition. It is merely 
pedantic to deny legal entity to the most important 
office in the Administration and to the Cabinet as 
such, when they have been in existence for over two 
hundred years. 

Eecognition of the impossibility of separating 
law and convention by any hard and fast line suggests 
that the distinction depends upon the meaning to be 
attached to the word “ court,” ® and that there is 
no necessary difference in their nature beyond the 
fact that there are institutions for the application of 
law anil that there may be none for the application 
of conventions — or, at all events, none of a judicial 

1 Jemiings, ThA Lorn and the GonstUvtion (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 114- 
116. 

* See Ministers of the Ctotoi Act, 1937, -which also provides increased 
salaries for members of the Cabinet, a purely conventional body. 
ChAquers Estate Act, 1917 ; Physical Training and Eecreation Act, 
1937, s. 1 (1). 

» Of. Jennings, op. cit. (1st ed., 1933), p. 98. The passage does not 
appear in the 2nd edition, but the reasonhig -which supports it remains. 
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character. For the House of CoEomons enforces its 
Standing Orders just as Donainion Governments 
apply the conventions moulded by decisions of 
Imperial Conferences. Some conventions are indeed 
more precise in their terms than rules of law. This 
is true of some of the conventions which are the 
result of agreement reached at such conferences. 
Many others are of a vague character, which suggests 
a distinction between usages and conventions proper. 
There is, too, a borderline between law and convention 
where it is not clear to which category a rule belongs. 
It has already been asked on the one hand, what 
court can enforce the statutory duties of the Speaker 
under the Parliament Act with regard to money 
Bills 1 On the other hand, could a court refuse to 
recognise the validity of a State document because 
the sealing thereof departed from the traditional 
practice, which is regarded as legally necessary> 
though it is sanctioned by no statute or judge-made 
law? 

The recognition that the dividing line is not clear 
suggests that Dicey may have been influenced too 
much by the Austinian view of law — ^the command 
of the Sovereign to be enforced as such. If it is 
clear that Dicey was following in the steps of Austiu 
iu being the &st to apply the method of analysis 
to constitutional law, it is not difiGLcult to appreciate 
why he deemed it necessary to explain obedience 
to conventions upon the same ground, namely, 
enforcement. But much law, perhaps aU law, is 
obeyed because of the general acquiescence of the 
conomunity in its content. It is questionable whether 
it is fear of the consequences which impels the 
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observance of law on the part of tbe bulk of tbe 
community. Indeed, if a law is regarded as un- 
reasonable, it is often disregarded to suck an extent 
tbat its enforcement by tbe ordinary methods 
becomes impossible. Why, then, need it be said 
tbat Cabinet Ministers obey conventions because 
disregard of tbem might bring them into conflict with 
tbe law ? Tbe Prime Minister to-day stands in no 
fear of impeachment, much less of an appearance 
at tbe Old Bailey or in tbe High Court, on account 
of bis obbgations to observe tbe rules of ministerial 
responsibility. 

There are other dominant motives which secure 
obedience to those conventions which were examined 
by Dicey: (1) the desire to carry on the traditions 
of constitutional government ; (2) the wish to keep 
the intricate machinery of the ship of State in 
working order ; and ( 3 ) the anxiety to retain the 
confidence of the public, and with it ofiB.ce and 
power. These influences secure that the conventions 
of Cabinet government, which are based on binding 
precedents and convenient usage, are observed by 
successive generations of Ministers. The exact con- 
tent of a convention may change, or even be reversed, 
but each departure from the previous practice is 
defended by those responsible as not violating the 
older precedents. Objections are only silenced when 
time has proved that the departure from precedent 
has created a new convention, or has shown itself 
to be a bad precedent and, therefore, constituted in 
itself a breach of convention. An illustration may 
make this clear. The Cabinet, when it formulated 
in 1932 the “ agreement to differ ” over the tariff 
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issue (Import Duties Bill), wHle remaining united 
on all other matters of national policy, broke with 
precedent wMch demanded that the Cabinet should 
speak with a unanimous voice, as being collectively 
responsible to the House of Commons. 

The decision was made public in the following 
terms : 

The Cabinet has had before it the Report of its Committee 
on the Balance of Trade, and after prolonged discussion it 
has been found impossible to reach a unanimous conclusion 
on the Committee's recommendations. 

The Cabinet, however, is deeply impressed with the 
paramount importance of maintaining national unity in the 
presence of the grave problems now confronting this country 
and the whole world. 

It has accordingly determined that some modification of 
usual Mmisterial practice is required, and has decided that 
Ministers who find themselves unable to support the conclu- 
sions arrived at by the majority of their colleagues on the 
subject of import duties and cognate matters are to be at 
liberty to express their views by speech and vote. 

The Cabinet being essentially united in all other matters 
of policy believe that by this special provision it is best 
interpreting the will of the nation and the needs of the time. 

It is to be observed that the justification pur- 
ported to be the behef that the Cabinet was best 
interpreting the will of the nation and the needs 
of the time. This is the ultimate justification 
for all conventions modifying or regulating the use 
of the prerogatives of government. The dissenting 
Ministers resigned after a few months on the cognate 
issue of Imperial preference. In the result the 
convention of Cabinet unanimity was reinforced. 
Had the experiment succeeded the convention 




CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 


cxlv 


miglit have been modified if it bad been followed 
by a series of similar decisions. 

A second illustration is afiorded by tbe convention 
wbicb Dicey noted as new iu bis last Introduction — 
that wbicb aU but compels a Ministry to resign on 
defeat at a general election without waiting to meet 
Parbament. Four precedents occurring between 1868 
and 1886 constituted a suflS.cient departure from tbe 
precedent set by Peel, who formd himsetf in a minority 
after tbe general election in 1834, but resisted in 
Parliament tbe attempt to force him from office.^ 
In this example a new usage- emerged after several 
breaches of tbe old convention, and in due course 
tbe new precedents were treated as binding. 

It should be pointed out that tbe argument that 
breaches of law would follow failure to observe 
conventions applies only to those conventions, or to 
most of them, wbicb determine tbe relations between 
tbe Cabinet and tbe House of Conomons. No 
breach of tbe law would ensue from tbe failure of 
tbe House of Commons to enforce its Standing 
Orders. Some of these are by agreement disre- 
garded. Nor could such a result follow from tbe 
failure of a Government Department to consult 
organised interests in tbe framing of legislation ; 
nor from tbe neglect of tbe Government of tbe 
United Kingdom to consult tbe Dominions upon 
a topic of Imperial interest ; nor from tbe King 
inviting a peer to take office as Prime Minister and 
Ficst Lord of tbe Treasury in breach of a recent 
usage. Consequences of greater or less moment 
would doubtless follow departure from estabbsbed 
1 See Intro, pp. cxxv, oxxvi, ante. 
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practice in most cases. But in none could there 
result any consequence wMch could come before 
the courts for decision. 

Dicey was absolutely right to iuclude bis analysis 
of constitution conventions, perhaps the most valu- 
able part in the book. But be bad imposed upon 
himself the limitation to exclude politics. Conven- 
tions are political expedients ; therefore be bad to 
connect them with law as enforced in the courts. 
Since be belonged to the school of thought which 
regarded obedience to an enforcing authority as of 
the essence of law, he solved his dificulty in the 
way he did. That this conception of obedience no 
longer explains the observance of the intricate mass 
of precepts, which furnish the key to an understanding 
of parliamentary government and the status of the 
British Commonwealth, does not lessen the debt which 
is owed to the author for his brilliant analysis of the 
nature of conventions. 


( 5 ) THE CBOWN CAN DO NO WEONG 

The development of the study of the constitution 
raises the question whether the three guiding principles 
which were formulated by Dicey ought to be supple- 
mented. So far as law consists of rules applied by 
the courts (with this Dicey was in his own opinion 
exclusively concerned), there is one outstanding 
principle which distinguishes our constitutional law 
from that of other States. It is a principle, more- 
over, which owing its growth, as it does, to the history 
of the English Monarchy, is apt to puzzle the foreign 
student of ouj institutions. That “ the E'irig can 
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do no wrong ” signifies to tlie lawyer tliat the TCing 
cannot be sued in his own courts. Neither against 
the Sovereign in respect of his personal acts, nor 
against the Crown, as representing a legal concep- 
tion, the sum-total of prerogatives and other powers 
and rights of government, can an action lie or a 
prosecution be brought, save only in the few cases 
where Parliament has expressly so provided. It is 
true that the Crown does not embrace all the powers, 
even of the Central Government. For Ministers may 
exercise power in their own right, and not as repre- 
sentatives of the Crown. The procedure by Petition 
of Right, which lies generally for breach of contract 
and the recovery of property, though it does not 
enable a person in the service of the Crown to sue 
to enforce the terms of his employment nor provide 
a remedy in tortious injury, has mitigated the 
obvious hardship of the rule under modem con- 
ditions. Nor does this immunity extend to the 
local authorities or the independent boards which 
administer or control certain spheres of governmental 
activity. Nevertheless the doctrine is one which 
distinguishes the legal position of the Central Govern- 
ment of the United Kingdom, including the Colonial 
Administrations, and to a less extent those of the 
other members of the British Commonwealth and of 
British India, from that of other States. This is 
not the place to give a detailed accoimt of proceed- 
ings against the Crown, nor to explain the peculiar 
advantages which the prerogative gives to the Crown 
as a plaintiff or prosecutor. The subject is dealt 
with in detail in every modem text-book on con- 
stitutional law. An attempt is made to e:q)lain 
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tlie immurdties wMch protect tlie Govemment 
Departments and other authorities in the Note 
on English^ administrative law which appears in 
the Appendix. 

It is this legal doctrine that the Crown can do 
no wrong which necessitated the development of 
the political responsibility of the King’s Ministers 
which is the basis of parliamentary govemment. 
Ministerial responsibility to-day is more vital to 
democratic govemment than the earlier and stiU 
extant rule of law which forbids a Minister or other 
servant of the Crown to claim personal immunity 
from suit on the plea of obedience to the command 
of a legally infallible Sovereign. The impeachment 
of Earl Danby® went a long way towards estab- 
lishing the legal responsibility of Ministers. But the 
irresponsibility of the Cabinet was not to be con- 
trolled by impeachment or other legal means. With 
the political devices the lawyer, accepting Dicey’s 
own limitation of his province, is not concerned, 
except to explain that ministerial responsibility to 
the Commons has caused the legal weapon of im- 
peachment to fall into disuse. But he is concerned 
to e3p)lain, particularly to the student of other 
constitutions, the scope of the immunity which 
English administrative law confers upon officials by 
reason of the retention of the rule, the Crown can do 
no wrong. 

The rule has this justification, if so it be regarded : 
successful litigation against a Govemment Depart- 
ment is rendered difficult and is virtually confined 

^ The position of the Crown in Scots Law is less favoured. 

* (1679) St. Tr. 599. 
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to the exceptional process by petition of right which 
is only available in the High Court. Were the rule 
in particular which prohibits an action for tort 
abolished there is some danger that the inevitably 
large resources of the public purse would tempt 
litigants to claim, and juries to award, damages 
against the Crown on an extravagant scale. The 
risk of unscrupulous claims could be met by requiring 
plaintiffs in appropriate circumstances to be deter- 
mined by the court to give security for costs, but 
the generosity of juries in awarding heavy damages 
against wealthy corporate bodies is well known to 
lawyers. The argument is not conclusive, but it 
seems to have impressed successive Governments. 
So far all efiorts to abolish the prerogative immunity 
of the Crown as a doctrine of English constitutional 
law have- failed, though some minor amendments 
of the law on its procedural side have been made. 
It is more in accordance with the high traditions of 
the public service to explain of&cial opposition to the 
Crown Proceedings BiQ, 1927, on this ground rather 
^;ba.T^ on that of seK-mterest.^ Meanwhile the legal 
mfaUibility of the Crown remains one of the principles 
of our constitutional law.- It is, however, a principle 
which has been abandoned in some parts of the 
British Empire. For example, both in the Common- 
wealth of Australia and the State of Victoria pro- 
ceedings against the Crown have been assimilated to 
a large extent to proceedings between subject and 
subject. In particular the Crown in right of the 
Commonwealth is liable in tort as well as in con- 
tract : Judiciary Act, 1903 ; Bawme v. Common- 

• 1 See App. sec, i (6) (B). 
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weaMi}- It is necessary to show that the relation 
between the Commonwealth and its ofl&cer is such 
that according to the ordinary principles of law the 
mfl,7nTn respondeat superior would apply. 

Section 176 ( 1 ) of the Government of India Act, 
1935 , provides .that the Federation (when set up) 
and a Provincial Government may sue and be sued 
in relation to their respective affairs in the like 
cases as the Secretary of State in Council could 
previously have been sued. The Secretary of State 
in Council was liable as successor to the East India 
Company and as such could claim no special immunity 
by reason of acting for the Crown. Broadly speaking 
this involves liability to be sued in regard to all 
claims for which a private individual or a trading 
corporation can be sued, or for which specific statutory 
provision has been made. Thus the Secretary of 
State in Council could be sued, as now may be the 
Provincial Governments, in respect of acts for which 
the Crown as such would not be liable. In Peninsular 
and Oriental Steam Navigation Co. v. Secretary of 
State for India * it was held that there was liability 
for damages occasioned by the negligence of servants 
in the service of the Government of India, if the negli- 
gence was such as would render an ordinary employer 
liable. But it is clear that no suits would have la-in 
against the East India Company, and therefore not 
against its successors to-day, for acts of State. 
There is, however, a class of acts which no private 
individual or trading corporation could have accom- 
plished. For these, so far as they fall within their 

^ [1906] 4 C.L.R. 97, esp. at p. 106, 

* (1861) 2 Bourke, 166. 
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sphere, the Governments of the Provinces are now 
hable. In other words, Kahility extends to all wrong- 
ful acts which are not covered by the narrow meaning 
which the courts apply to the true act of State, ^ 
whether or not they be acts which could have been 
done by a private individual or trading corporation. 
For none of these matters can a petition of right lie, 
since the liability must be met out of the revenues of 
India, not out of those of the United Kingdom. 

(6) CONCLUSION 

The supreme merit of this book lies in the author’s 
application of the analytic method to constitutional 
law. An analysis inevitably leads to conclusions. 
In this case there resulted the deduction of certain 
guiding principles expressed in terms which seemed 
to admit of little doubt. The method has some 
disadvantages over the descriptive account of legal 
institutions. Bagehot in The English Constitution 
gave the world a description of Cabinet Government 
as he saw it in operation in the middle of the nine- 
teenth century. That description is of abiding value 
to the historian and did much to make clear the 
relation of the Cabinet to the Crown and Parliament 
at that particular time. Jennings in Cabinet Govern- 
ment has surveyed the field for a hundred years and 
connected up the Cabinet of Bagehot’s day, and 
earlier, with the present-day Administration. Dicey’s 
was more ambitious. In his search for principles 
he endeavoured to frame an explanation of those 
laws of the constitution which might be regarded as 
1 Wade and Phillips, Cmstitiaionol law (2nd ed., 1935), pp. 87-91. 
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fundamental. It is easy to-day to criticise tlie 
limited field of government wliicii was covered. 
The text-books of constitutional law in 1886 (and 
tte same is true of some modern books) still concen- 
trated on tke Crown, Parliament and tbe courts. 
Too little attention bad been paid to tbe widening 
field of administrative government. Local govern- 
ment found no place. Tbis seems to tbe modem 
reader a remarkable omission. Tbe great Public 
Health Act, 1875, bad been on tbe statute-book for 
ten years ; tbe Municipal Corporations Act, 1882, bad 
lately been enacted and already tbe proposals wbicb 
found fruit in tbe Local Government Acts of 1888 
and 1894 were being discussed. Tbe growth of 
conventions in tbe colonial sphere passed unheeded, 
even by such writers on tbe British constitution as 
Anson. A study of tbe statute-book was later to 
lead Dicey to discover bow tbe conception of tbe 
function of government was altering, but tbis was 
not until tbe new century when Law and Opinion 
made its appearance. 

There is then less need to conclude by apologising 
for the bmitations of tbe Law of the Constitution 
than by making some estimation of their appbcation 
to-day. 

Sovereignty of Parliament . — ^Tbe legal rule that 
Parliamait is supreme is not denied by any one; 
it is unq^uestioned by tbe courts and is accepted by 
tbe Administration. Tbe pobtical supremacy of tbe 
electorate is still acknowledged as a limitation upon 
tbe exercise of legislative power, though a lawyer 
can claim no special qualification to say precisely 
bow political power is exercised. Tbe power of tbe 
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electorate is qualified by tbe recognitioa of the 
increased power of tbe Cabinet, wbicb is able to 
utilise tbe power entrusted to it by tbe electorate 
to change tbe law at its wiU. But every Govem- 
mfent is disposed to keep its ear to tbe ground to 
detect electoral rumblings. In other words, there 
is a change of emphasis. It is tbe Cabinet system 
wbicb is fundamental to parliamentary government. 
That system depends for its efficiency as an instru- 
ment of government upon being able to use tbe 
legal supremacy of Parliament (or rather of tbe 
Commons) to serve its ends ; it is saved from being 
an autocratic instrument by tbe knowledge that at 
intervals tbe electorate may alter tbe composition 
of tbe Commons and so place tbe supremacy of 
Parliament in other bands. But it is tbe political 
supremacy rather than tbe legal doctrine wbicb 
saves tbe democratic principle.^ Indeed tbe legal 
instrument of parliamentary supremacy stands in 
some risk of actually facilitating tbe creation of an 
extreme form of government at tbe present time, 
since any change, however fundamental, can be 
accomplished in law by an ordinary enactment of 
Parliament. 

o/iaw.— Tbe changed conception of liberty 
narrows tbe field for tbe application of tbe rule of 
law in tbe sense of afiording tbe protection of tbe 
common law against tbe Crown, its Ministers and 
tbe other organs of administrative government, 
central, local or independent. Tbe courts still restrict 
excesses of tbe prerogative so far as illegal arbitrary 

1 See also Intro., under “ Parliamentary Sovereignty and Federal- 
ism,’’ pp. Ivi tt 
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action against the individual subject is concerned. 
But it is the political control exercised through the 
House of Connnons which grows more important 
as the enacted law extends the legal powers of 
government. Power which is conferred by statifte 
cannot be arbitrary; for the courts may not 
declare illegal what Parliament has said is law, 
however much it may restrict the freedom of 
individuals. But there is a sphere where so far 
Parliament has tampered but little in the direction 
of restriction. Freedom of speech and freedom of 
association are as essential to democracy as freedom 
of person. For without them criticism of political 
institutions and social conditions is impossible. The 
present threat to the first two of these is discussed 
elsewhere.^ For it is clear that Parliament could 
impose restrictions on freedom of speech, just as it 
has regulated the liberty of the individual to deal 
with his property as he chooses. But freedom of 
person still finds its bulwark in the common law, 
buttressed by the writ of habeas corpus against the 
Administration. It is iu this cormection that Dicey’s 
conception of the rule of law operates to-day, not- 
withstanding that its implications so far as they 
rest upon the present state of the law are open to 
grave doubt and in some respects have been shown 
to be inaccurate in this sphere. ’ It has played, and 
still plays, its part in strengthening the tradition of 
political Hberty which is the foundation of our parlia- 
mentary government. Public opinion is as ready as 
ever to resist encroachments proposed to Parlia- 

^ Appendix, sec. ii ; Law of Public Meetings and Liberty of Discus- 
sion ; and ch. yi and vii, 
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ment by Govenmients wbo are embarrassed by tbeir 
critics. 

Tbat pubKc opinion to-day is influenced by 
Dicey’s exposition of the opposition of the common 
law to inroads upon individual liberty may be 
evidenced by tbe storm of criticism wbicb greets 
every extension of administrative law. Tbis is not 
entirely due to distrust of tbe ofi&cial, for tbe unbiassed 
must admit tbat tbe standard of tbe bigber ranks of 
tbe Civil Service is above reproach. There is still 
a strong afiection for tbe emphasis upon individual 
bberty wbicb cannot be attributed to purely selfisb 
motives. Tbe owners of coal are unable to resist 
tbe vesting of mineral rights in tbe State, but colliery 
proprietors can conduct a successful agitation against 
tbe compulsory amalgamation of tbeif undertakings 
by appealing to tbe doctrine of laissez fake. Pro- 
posals, far milder than tbe existing law, for checking 
tbe dissemination of political propaganda among tbe 
armed forces, were greeted by arguments founded 
upon tbe rule of law as well by those of tbe Left 
who feared tbe growth of fascism as by lifelong 
supporters of tbe Right, when tbe Incitement to 
Disaffection Bill was before Parliament in 1934. 
Effective action against sbirted organisations was 
long delayed, despite tbe grievous inconveniences 
caused by tbeir activities to tbe peaceful inhabitants 
of populous districts. For pubbc opinion was loath 
to admit tbe need for increasing tbe powers of tbe 
pobce. Tbe Public Order Bill received a scrutiny 
from all quarters of tbe House of Commons in 1936, 
wbicb contrasted favourably with tbe attention 
given to Bills of greater importance. It is to Dicey 
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that the politician as well as the lawyer turns when- 
ever a threat to individual liberty is proposed. 
Largely to him is owed the insistence upon careful 
safeguards which make government regulation much 
more tolerable than it is in other States where the 
individual is subordinated to national ends. 

Conventims of the Constitution . — ^The reason why 
conventions are obeyed may be obscure, just as their 
actual operation is a mystery too deep to be fathomed 
by the lawyer. But the fact that Cabinet Government 
and indeed the whole administrative machine only 
function effectively by these means must be acknow- 
ledged. The cohesion of the British Commonwealth 
depends upon them. In their application to Cabinet 
Government Dicey was the first constitutional lawyer 
to analyse their nature. His was, indeed, a magnificent 
contribution to our pubUc law, if only because it led 
to the recognition that conventions are indispensable 
to an understanding of our legal institutions. Con- 
ventions are indeed part and parcel of constitutional 
law. With the widening of the scope of conventions 
there has come the realisation that the dividing Imft 
between law and convention is by no means clear. 
Nor can the observance of rules of a conventional 
character be always, or even usually, explained by 
reference to the ultimate sanction of law enforced 
in courts of justice. 
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NOTE 


By the Editor 

The text remains in tlie form in wMcli it appeared in 
the seventh edition published in 1908. This was the 
edition in which the Author finally settled the text. 

The footnote references which show the authorities 
upon which the Author relied are also preserved. But 
a few additions to the notes have been made, particu- 
larly where there has been a change in the law, in 
order to avoid giving the impression, which is perhaps 
inevitable in the case of published lectures, that the 
statements in the text refer to the present day. 

No attempt has been made, to remove certain 
typographical inconsistencies, as it has been thought 
preferable to reproduce as closely as possible the 
actual text printed as it last passed the scrutiny of 
Professor Dicey. 
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THE TRUE NATURE OP CONSTITUTIONAL LAW 

'* Great critics,” writes Burke in 1791, “ have taught us optimistic 
“ one essential rule. ... It is this, that if ever we should English 
“find ourselves disposed not to admire those writers 
“ or artists, Livy and Virgil for instance, Raphael or 
“ Michael Angelo, whom all the learned had admired, 

“ not to follow our own fancies, but to study them until 
“ we know how and what we ought to admire ; and if 
“ we cannot arrive at this combination of admiration 
“ with knowledge, rather to believe that we are dull, 

“ than that the rest of the world has been imposed on. 

“ It is as good a rule, at least, with regard to this ad- 
“ mired constitution (of England). We ought to under- 
“ stand it according to our measure ; and to venerate 
“ where we are not able presently to comprehend.” ^ 

“No unbiassed observer,” writes Hallam in 1818, 

“ who derives pleasure from the welfare of his species, 

“ can fail to consider the long and uninterruptedly in- 
“ creasing prosperity of England as the most beautiful 
“ phsenomenon in the history of mankind. Climates 
“ more propitious may impart more largely the mere 
“ enjoyments of existence ; but in no other region have 

^ The Works of Edmund Burke (1872 ed.), voL iii, p. 114. 

3E 
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“ th.e benefits that political institutions can confer been 
“ diffused over so extended a population ; nor have any 
“ people so well reconciled tbe discordant elements of 
“wealth, order, and liberty. These advantages are 
“ surely not owing to the soil of this island, nor to the 
“ latitude in which it is placed ; but to the spirit of its 
“ laws, from which, through various means, the char- 
“acteristic independence and industriousness of our 
“ nation have been derived. The constitution, there- 
“ fore, of England must be to inquisitive men of all 
“ countries, far more to ourselves, an object of superior 
“ interest ; distinguished, especially, as it is from aU 
“ free governments of powerful nations, which history 
“ has recorded, by its manifesting, after the lapse of 
“ several centuries, not merely no symptom of irre- 
“ trievable decay, but a more expansive energy.” ^ 

These two quotations from authors of equal though 
of utterly different celebrity, recall with singular 
fidelity the spirit with which our grandfathers and 
our fathers looked upon the institutions of their 
country. The constitution was to them, in the quaint 
language of George the Third, “ the most perfect of 
human formations”;* it was to them not a mere 
polity to be compared with the government of any 
other state, but so to speak a sacred mystery of states- 
manship ; it “ had (as we have all heard from our youth 
up) not been made but had grown ” ; it was the fruit 
not of abstract theory but of that instinct which (it is 
supposed) has enabled Englishmen, and especially un- 

1 Hallam, MiMU Ages (12th ed., 1860), voL ii, p. 267. Nothing gives 
a more vivid idea of English sentiment vith regard to the constitution 
towards the end of the eighteenth century than the satirical picture of 
national pride to be found in Goldsmith, TAe GHitm of the World, 
Letter iv. 

* Stanhope, Life of Pitt (2nd ed., 1862), voL i, App. p. x. 
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civilisedEnglislimen,to buildup sound and lasting insti- 
tutions, mucb as bees construct a honeycomb, without 
undergoing the degradation of understanding the prin- 
ciples on which they raise a fabric more subtly wrought 
than any work of conscious art. The constitution was 
marked by more than one transcendent quality which in 
the eyes of our fathers raised it far above the imitations, 
counterfeits, or parodies, which have been set up during 
the last hundred years throughout the civilised world ; 
no precise date could be named as the day of its birth ; 
no definite body of persons could claim to be its creators, 
no one could point to the document which contained 
its clauses ; it was in short a thing by itself, which 
Englishmen and foreigners alike should “ venerate, 
where they are not able presently to comprehend.” 

The present generation must of necessity look on Modem 
the constitution in a spirit different from the senti- I3tSu- 
ment either of 1791 or of 1818. We cannot share the 
religious enthusiasm of Burke, raised, as it was, to the 
temper of fanatical adoration by just hatred of those 
“ doctors of the modern school,” who, when he wrote, 
were renewing the rule of barbarism in the form of the 
reign of terror ; we cannot exactly echo the fervent 
self-complacency of Hallam, natural as it was to an 
Englishman who saw the institutions of England 
standing and flourishing, at a time when the attempts 
of foreign reformers to combine freedom with order 
had ended in ruin. At the present day students of 
the constitution wish neither to criticise, tior to vene- 
rate, but to understand ; and a professor whose duty 
it is to lecture on constitutional law, must feel that he 
is called upon to perform the part neither of a critic 
nor of an apologist, nor of an eulogist, but simply of 
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an expounder ; his duty is neither to attack nor 
to defend the constitution, but simply to explain 
its laws. He must also feel that, however attractive 
be the mysteries of the constitution, he has good 
reason to envy professors who belong to countries, 
such as France, Belgium, or the United States, en- 
dowed with constitutions of which the terms are to be 
found in printed documents, known to all citizens and 
accessible to every man who is able to read. What- 
ever may be the advantages of a so-called “ unwritten ” 
constitution, its existence imposes special difficulties 
on teachers bound to expound its provisions. Any 
one will see that this is so who compares for a moment 
the position of writers, such as Kent or Story, who 
commented on the constitution of America, with the 
situation of any person who undertakes to give instruc- 
tion in the constitutional law of England.^ 

Special When these distinguished jurists delivered, in the 
form of lectures, commentaries upon the constitution 
of the United States, they knew precisely what was 
““***“• the subject of their teaching and what was the proper 
mode of dealing with it The theme of their teaching 
was a definite assignable part of the law of their 
country; it was recorded in a given document to 
which all the world had access, namely, “ the consti- 
tution of the United States established and ordained 
by the People of the United States.” The articles of 
this constitution fall indeed far short of perfect logical 
arrangement, and lack absolute lucidity of expression ; 
but they contain, in a clear and intelligible form, 

^ There is still in 1938 no constitutional code for the United Kingdom, 
but a large part of public law is now contained in Acts of Parliament 
and Statutory Rules and Orders. — ^E d. 
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tte fundamental law of the Union. This law (he 
it noted) is made and can only be altered or repealed 
in a way different from the method by which other 
enactments are made or altered; it stands forth, 
therefore, as a separate subject for study; it deals 
with the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary, 
and, by its provisions for its own amendment, in- 
directly defines the body in which resides the legisla- 
tive sovereignty of the United States. Story and 
Kent therefore knew with precision the nature and 
limits of the department of law on which they in- 
tended to comment ; they knew also, what was the 
method required for the treatment of their topic. 
Their, task as commentators on the constitution was 
in kind exactly similar to the task of commenting on 
any other branch of American jurisprudence. The 
American lawyer has to ascertain the meaning of the 
articles of the constitution in the same way in which 
he tries to elicit the meaning of any other enactment. 
He must be guided by the rules of grammar, by his 
knowledge of the common law, by the light (occa- 
sionally) thrown on American legislation by American 
history, and by the conclusions to be deduced from a 
careful study of judicial decisions. The task, in short, 
which lay before the great American commentators 
was the explanation of a definite legal document in 
accordance with the received canons of legal interpre- 
tation. Their work, diflSeult as it might prove, was 
work of the kind to which lawyers are accustomed, 
and could be achieved by the use of ordinary legal 
methods. Story and Kent indeed were men of extra- 
ordinary capacity ; so, however, were our own Black- 
stone, and at least one of Blackstone’s editors. If, as 
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is undoubtedly tbe case, tbe American jurists have 
produced commentaries on the constitution of the 
United States utterly unlike, and, one must in truth 
add, vastly superior to, any commentaries on the con- 
stitutional law of England, their success is partly due 
to the possession of advantages denied to the English 
commentator or lecturer. His position is entirely 
different from that of his American rivals. He may 
search the statute-book from beginning to end, but he 
will find no enactment which purports to contain the 
articles of the constitution ; he will not possess any 
test by which to discriminate laws which are constitu- 
tional or fundamental from ordinary enactments ; he 
will discover that the very term “ constitutional law,” 
which is not (unless my memory deceives me) ever 
employed by Blackstone, is of comparatively modern 
origin ; and in short, that before commenting on the 
law of the constitution he must make up his mind 
what is the nature and the extent of English constitu- 
tional law.^’ ® 

His natural, his inevitable resource is to recur to 
writers of authority on the law, the history, or the 
practice of the constitution. He will find (it must 

1 See this point brought out with great clearness by Monsieur 
Boutmy, Etudes de Droit constitutionnd (2nd ed., 1888), p. 8, English 
translation by E. M. Dicey (1891), p. 8. Monsieur Boutmy well points 
out that the sources of EngHsh constitutional law may be considered 
fourfold, namely — (1) Treaties or Quasi-Treaties, i.e, the Acts of Union ; 
(2) The Common Law ; (3) Solemn Agreements (pacts), e.g. the Bill of 
Rights ; (4) Statutes, This mode of division is not exactly that which 
would be naturally adopted by an English writer, but it calls attention 
to distinctions often overlooked between the different sources of English 
constitutional law. 

^ In 1938 conventions would certainly be included as a source of 
constitutional law and emphasis would be placed upon the fact that 
administrative law as part of constitutional law is almost exclusively 
derived from statute law. — ^E d. 
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be admitted) no lack of distinguisbed guides ; lie may 
avail hims elf of tbe works of lawyers, such as Black- 
stone, of the investigations of historians, such as 
HaUam or Freeman, and of the speculations of philo- 
sophical theorists, such as Bagehot or Hearn. From 
each class he may learn much, but for reasons which 
I am about to lay before you for consideration, he is 
liable to be led by each class of authors somewhat 
astray in his attempt to ascertain the field of his 
labours and the mode of working it; he will find, 
unless he can obtain some clue to guide his steps, 
that the whole province of so-called “ constitutional 
law” is a sort of maze in which the wanderer is 
perplexed by unreality, by antiquarianism, and by 
conventionalism. 

Let us turn first to the lawyers, and as in duty l 
bound to Blackstone. of con”*' 

Of constitutional law as such there is not a word 1^^-”* 
to be found in his Commentaries. The matters which 
appear to belong to it are dealt with by him in the ®t°ne. 
main under the head Eights of Persons, The Book 
which is thus entitled treats {inter alia) of the 
Parliament, of the King and his title, of master and 
servant, of husband and wife, of parent and child. 

The arrangement is curious and certainly does not 
bring into view the true scope or character of consti- 
tutional law. This, however, is a trifle. The Book 
contains much real learning about our system of 
govermnent. Its true defect is the hopeless confusion, 
both of language and of thought, introduced into the 
whole subject of constitutional law by Blackstone’s 
habit — common to all the lawyers of his time — of 
applying old and inapplicable terms to new institu- 
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tions, and especially of ascribing in words to a modern 
and constitutional King the whole, and perhaps more 
than the whole, of the powers actually possessed and 
exercised by WiUiam the Conqueror. 

“ We are next,” writes Blackstone, “ to consider 
“ those branches of the royal prerogative, which invest 
“ thus our sovereign lord, thus all-perfect and immortal 
“ in his kingly capacity, with a number of authorities 
“ and powers ; in the exertion whereof consists 
“ the executive part of government. This is wisely 
“ placed in a single hand by the British constitution, 
“for the sake of unanimity, strength, and dispatch. 
“ Were it placed in many hands, it would be subject 
“to many wills : many wills, if disunited and drawing 
“ different ways, create weakness in a government ; and 
“ to unite those several wills, and reduce them to one, is 
“ a work of more time and delay than the exigencies of 
“ state will afford. The King of England is, therefore, 
“not only the chief, but properly the sole, magistrate 
“ of the nation ; all others acting by commission from, 
“ and in due subordination to him ; in like manner as, 
“ upon the great revolution of the Eoman state, all the 
“ powers of the ancient magistracy of the common- 
“ wealth were concentrated in the new Emperor : so 
“ that, as Gravina expresses it, in ejus unius 'persona 
“ veteris reipuhlicae vis atque majestas per cvmulatas 
“ magistratuum potestates exp'rimehatur.” ^ 

The language of this passage is impressive ; it 
stands curtailed but in substance unaltered in 
Stephen’s Commentaries.* It has but one fault ; the 

^ 1 Bl., Comm, p. 250. 

^ 14th ed., 1903, voL ii, p. 490. This work has since been re-written 
on two occasions, and is now in its twentieth edition. — ^E d. 
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statements it contains are the direct opposite of the 
truth. The Executive of England is in fact placed 
in the hands of a committee called the Cabinet. If 
there be any one person in whose single hand the 
power of the State is placed, that one person is not the 
E^g, but the chairman of the committee, known as 
the Prime Minister. Nor can it be urged that 
Blackstone’s description of the royal authority was a 
true account of the powers of the King at the time when 
Blackstone wrote. George the Third enjoyed far more 
real authority than has fallen to the share of any of 
his descendants. But it would be absurd to maintain 
that the language I have cited painted his true posi- 
tion. The terms used by the commentator were, when 
he used them, unreal, and known ^ to be so. They 
have become only a little more unreal during the cen- 

^ Paley, Moral Philosophy (1785), Book vi, cL vu. “ In the British, 

“ and possibly in all other constitutions, there exists a wide difference 
“ between the actual state of the government and the theory. The 
“ one results from the other ; but still they are different. When we 
“ contemplate the theory of the British government, we see the King 
“ invested with the most absolute personal impunity ; with a power of 
“rejecting laws, which have been resolved upon by both Houses of 
“ Parliament ; of conferring by his charter, upon any set or succession 
“ of men he pleases, the privilege of sending representatives into one 
“ House of Parliament, as by his immediate appointment he can place 
“ whom he will in the other. What is this, a foreigner might ask, but 
“ a more circuitous despotism ? Yet, when we turn our attention from 
“ the legal existence to the actual exercise of royal authority in England, 
“ we see these formidable prerogatives dwindled into mere ceremonies ; 
“ and in their stead, a sure and commanding influence, of which the 
“ constitution, it seems, is totally ignorant, growing out of that enormous 
“ patronage, which the increased extent aCnd opulence of the Empire 
“has placed in the disposal of the executive magistrate.” Paley 
sees far more clearly into the true nature of the then existing consti- 
tution than did Blackstone. It is further noticeable that in 1785 the 
power to create Parliamentary boroughs was stiU looked upon as in- 
theory an existing prerogative of the Crown. The power of the Crown 
was still large, and rested in fact upon the possession of enormous 
patronage. 
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tury and more which, has since elapsed. “ The King,” 
he writes again, “ is considered in domestic affairs , . . 
“ as the fountain of justice, and general conservator 
“ of the peace of the kingdom. . . . He therefore 
“ has alone the right of erecting courts of judicature : 
“ for, though the constitution of the kingdom hath en- 
“ trusted him with the whole executive power of the 
“ laws, it is impossible, as weU as improper, that he 
“ should personally carry into execution this great and 
“ extensive trust : it is consequently necessary, that 
“ courts should be erected to assist him in executing this 
“ power ; and equally necessary, that if erected, they 
“ should be erected by his authority. And hence it is, 
“ that aU jurisdictions of courts are either mediately 
“ or immediately derived from the Crown, their pro- 
“ ceedings run generally in the King’s name, they pass 
“ under his seal, and are executed by his officers.” ^ 
Here we are in the midst of unrealities or fictions. 
Neither the King nor the Executive has anything to 
do with erecting courts of justice. We should rightly 
conclude that the whole Cabinet had gone mad if 
to-morrow’s Gazette contained an order in council not 
authorised by statute erecting a new Court of Appeal. 
It is worth while here to note what is the true injury 
to the study of law produced by the tendency of 
Blaekstone, and other less famous constitutionalists, 
to adhere to unreal expressions. The evil is not 
merely or mainly that these expressions exaggerate 
the power of the Crown. For such conventional 
exaggeration a reader could make allowance, as easily 
as we do for ceremonious terms of respect or of social 


^ 1 BL, Comm, pp. 266, 267. 
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couitesy. The harm wrought is, that unreal language 
obscures or conceals the true extent of the powers, 
both of the Eung and. of the Government. No one, 
indeed, but a child, fancies that the King sits 
crowned on his throne at Westminster, and in his 
own person administers justice to his subjects. But 
the idea entertained by many educated men that an 
English King or Queen reigns without taking any 
part in the government of the country, is not less far 
from the truth than the notion that Edward VII 
ever exercises judicial powers in what are called his 
courts. The oddity of the thing is that to most 
Englishmen the extent of the authority actually 
exercised by the Crown— and the same remark applies 
(in a great measure) to the authority exercised by the 
Prime Minister and other high officials — ^is a matter of 
conjecture. We have all learnt from Blackstone, and 
writers of the same class, to make such constant use 
of expressions which we know not to be strictly true 
to fact, that we cannot say for certain what is the 
exact relation between the facts of constitutional 
government and the more or less artificial phraseology 
imder which they are concealed. Thus to say that 
the King appoints the Ministry is untrue ; it is also, 
of course, imtrue to say that he creates courts of 
justice ; but these two untrue statements each bear a 
very different relation to actual facts. Moreover, of 
the powers ascribed to the Crown, some are in reality 
exercised by the Government, whilst others do not in 
truth belong either to the King or to the Ministry. The 
general result is that the true position of the Crown as 
also the true powers of the Government are concealed 
under the fictitious ascription to the sovereign of 
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political omnipotence, and the reader of, say, the first 
Book of Blackstone, can hardly discern the facts of 
law with which it is filled tinder the unrealities of the 
language in which these facts find expression. 

Let us turn from the formalism of lawyers to the 
truthfulness of our constitutional historians. 

Here a student or professor troubled about the 
nature of constitutional law finds himself surrounded 
by a crowd of eminent instructors. He may avail 
himself of the impartiality of Hallam : he may dive 
into the exhaustless erudition of the Bishop of Oxford:^ 
he will discover infinite parliamentary experience in 
the pages of Sir Thomas May,® and vigorous common 
sense, combined with polemical research, in Mr. Free- 
man’s Growth of the English Constitution. Let us 
take this hook as an excellent type of historical con- 
stitutionalism. The Growth of the English Constitu- 
tion is known to every one. Of its recognised merits, 
of its clearness, of its accuracy, of its force, it were 
useless and impertinent to say much to students who 
know, or ought to know, every hne of the book from 
beginning to end. One point, however, deserves 
especial notice. Mr. Freeman’s highest merit is his 
unrivalled faculty for bringing every matter under 
discussion to a clear issue. He challenges his readers 
to assent or deny. If you deny, you must show good 
cause for your denial, and hence may learn fully as 
much from rational disagreement with our author as 
from unhesitating assent to his views. Take, then, 
the Growth of the English Constitution as a first-rate 

^ Dr. William Stubbs, author of Constitutional History of England, 
Sdect Charters, and numerous other works. 

^ Sir Thomas Erskine May (later Lord Farnborough), author of Con^ 
stiiutional History of England, 1760-1860, and Parliamentary Practice, 
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specimen of the mode in which an historian looks at 
the constitution. What is it that a lawyer, whose 
object is to acquire the knowledge of law, will learn 
from its pages ? A few citations from the ample and 
excellent head notes to the first two chapters of the 
work answer the inquiry. 

They run thus : — 

The Landesgemeinden of Uri and Appenzell; 
their hearing on English Constitutional History; 
political elements common to the whole Teutonic race ; 
monarchic, aristocratic, and democratic elements to 
he found from the beginning ; the three classes of men, 
the noble, the common freeman, and the slave ; uni- 
versal prevalence of slavery ; the Teutonic institutions 
common ta the' 'whole Ary cm family; witness of 
Homer; description of the German Assemblies by 
Tcicitus ; continuity of English institutions ; English 
nationality assumed', Teutonic instituiions brought 
into Britain by the English conquerors ; effects of the 
settlement on the conquerors; probable increase of 
slavery; Earls and Churls; growth of the hingly 
power; nature of Jdngship; special sanctity of the 
King; immemorial distinction between Kings and 
Ealdormen. . . . Gradual growth of the English 
constitution ; new laws seldom called for ; importance 
of precedent ; return to early principles in modem 
legislation; shrinhing up of the ancient national 
Assemblies; constitution of the Witenagem6t; the 
Witenagemdt continued in the House of Lords; 
Gemdts after the Norman Conquest ; the King’s right 
of summons; lAfe Peerages; origin of the House of 
Commons ; comparison of English a/nd French 
national Assemblies ; of English and French history 
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generally ; course of events infiuenced by particular 
men; Simon of Montfort . . . Edward the First; 
the constitution finally completed under him ; nature 
of later changes; difference between English and 
continental legislatures. 

All this is interesting, erudite, full of historical 
importance, and thoroughly in its place in a book 
concerned solely with the “ growth ” of the constitu- 
tion ; but in regard to English law and the law of the 
constitution, the Landesgemeinden of Uri, the witness 
of Homer, the ealdormen, the constitution of the 
Witenagemdt, and a lot more of fascinating matter are 
mere antiquarianism. Let no one suppose that to say 
this is to deny the relation between history and law. 
It were far better, as things now stand, to be charged 
with heresy, than to fall under the suspicion of 
lacking historical-mindedness, or of questioning the 
universal validity of the historical method. What 
one may assert without incurring the risk of such 
crushing imputations is, that the kind of constitu- 
tional history which consists in researches into the 
antiquities of English institutions, has no direct 
bearing on the rules of constitutional law in the 
sense in which these rules can become the subject 
of legal comment. Let us eagerly learn aU that is 
known, and still more eagerly all that is not known, 
about the Witenagemdt. But let us remember that 
antiquarianism is not law, and that the function of 
a trained lawyer is not to know what the law of 
England was yesterday, stUl less what it was centuries 
ago, or what it ought to be to-morrow, but to know 
and be able to state what are the principles of law 
which actually and at the present day exist in 
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England. For this purpose it boots nothing to know 
the nature of the Landesgemeinden of Uri, or to 
understand, if it be understandable, the constitution 
of the Witenagemdt. All this is for a lawyer’s 
purposes simple antiquarianism. It throws as much 
light on the constitution of the United States as 
upon the constitution of England ; that is, it throws 
from a legal point of view no light upon either the 
one or the other. 

The name of the United States serves well to 
remind us of the true relation between constitutional 
historians and legal constitutionalists. They are each 
concerned with the constitution, but from a different 
aspect. An historian is primarily occupied with 
ascertaining the steps by which a constitution has 
grown to be what it is. He is deeply, sometimes 
excessively, concerned with the question of “ origins.” 
He is but indirectly concerned in ascertaining what 
are the rules of the constitution in the year 1908. 
To a lawyer, on the other hand, the primary object 
of study is the law as it now stands; he is only 
secondarily occupied with ascertaining how it came 
into existence. This is absolutely clear if we com- 
pare the position of an American historian with thfe 
position of an American jurist. The historian of the 
American Union would not commence his researches 
at the year 1789 ; he would have a good deal to say 
about Colonial history and about the institutions of 
England; he might, for aught I know, find himself 
impelled to go back to the Witenagemdt ; he would, 
one may suspect, pause in his researches considerably 
short of UrL A lawyer lecturing on the constitution 
of the United States would, on the other hand, neces- 
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sarily start from tlie constitution itsolf . But lie would, 
soon see that the articles of the constitution required 
a knowledge of the Articles of Confederation ; that the 
opinions of Washington, of Hamilton, and generally of 
the “ Fathers,” as one sometimes hears them called in 
America, threw light on the meaning of various con- 
stitutional articles ; and further, that the meaning of 
the constitution could not be adequately understood 
by any one who did not take into account the situa- 
tion of the colonies before the separation from England 
and the rules of common law, as well as the general 
conceptions of law and justice inherited by English 
colonists from their English forefathers. As it is with 
’the American lawyer compared with the American 
historian, so it is with the English lawyer as compared 
with the English historian. Hence, even where lawyers 
are concerned, as they frequently must be, with the 
development of our institutions, arises a further dif- 
ference between the historical and the legal view of 
the constitution. Historians in their devotion to the 
earliest phases of ascertainable history are infected 
with a love which, in the eyes of a lawyer, appears 
inordinate, for the germs of our institutions, and seem 
td care little about their later developments. Mr. 
Freeman gives but one-third of his book to anything 
as modem as the days of the Stuarts. The period of 
now more than two centuries which has elapsed since 
what used to be called the “ Glorious Eevolution,” filled 
as those two centuries are with change and with growth, 
seems hardly to have attracted the attention of a 
writer whom lack, not of knowledge, but of will has 
alone prevented from sketching out the annals of 
our modern constitution. A lawyer must look at 
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tile matter differently. It is from tlie later annals of 
England he derives most help in the study of existing 
law. What we might have obtained from Dr. Stubbs, 
had he not surrendered to the Episcopate gifts which 
we hoped were dedicated to the University alone, is 
now left to conjecture. But, things being as they 
are, the historian who most nearly meets the wants of 
lawyers is Mr. Gardiner. The struggles of the seven- 
teenth century, the conflict between James and Coke, 
Bacon’s 'theory of the prerogative, Charles’s effort to 
substitute the personal will of Charles Stuart for the 
legal will of the King of England, are all matters 
which touch not remotely upon the problems of actual 
law. A knowledge of these things guards us, at any 
rate, from the illusion, for illusion it must be termed, 
that modem constitutional freedom has been estab- 
lished by an astounding method of retrogressive pro- 
gress ; that every step towards civilisation has been 
a step backwards towards the simple wisdom of 
our uncultured ancestors. The assumption which 
underlies this view, namely, that there existed among 
our Saxon forefathers a more or less perfect ^polity, 
conceals the truth both of law and of history. To ask 
how a mass of legal subtleties “would have looked 
“ in the eyes of a man who had borne his part 
“in the elections of Eadward and of Harold, and 
“ who had raised his voice and clashed his arms in 
“ the great Assembly which restored Godwine to his 
“ lands,” ^ is to put an inquiry which involves an unten- 
able assumption ; it is like asking what a Cherokee 
Indian would have thought of the claim of George the 
Third to separate taxation from representation. In 

^ See Freeman, Growth of the English Constitution (1st ed., 1872), p. 125. 
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each, case the question implies that the simplicity of a 
savage enables him to solve with fairness a problem of 
which he cannot understand the terms. Civilisation 
may rise above, but barbarism sinks below the level of 
legal fictions, and our respectable Saxon ancestors were, 
as compared, not with ourselves only, but with men so 
like ourselves as Coke and Hale, respectable barbarians. 
The supposition, moreover, that the cunning of lawyers 
has by the invention of legal fictions corrupted the 
fair simplicity of our original constitution, underrates 
the statesmanship of lawyers as much as it overrates 
the merits of early society. Tbe fictions of the courts 
have in the hands of lawyers such as Coke served 
the cause both of justice and of freedom, and served 
it when it could have been defended by no other 
weapons. For there are social conditions under 
which legal fictions or subtleties afford the sole means 
of establishing that rule of equal and settled law which 
is the true basis of English civilisation. Nothing can 
be more pedantic, nothing more artificial, nothing 
more unhistorical, than the reasoning by which Coke 
induc94 0^ compelled James to forego the attempt 
to withdraw cases from the courts for his Majesty’s 
personal determination.^ But no achievement of sound 
argument, or stroke of enlightened statesmanship, ever 
established a rule more essential to the very existence 
of the constitution than the principle enforced by the 
obstinacy and the fallacies of the great Chief Justice. 
Oddly enough, the notion of an ideal constitution 
corrupted by the technicalities of lawyers is at bottom 
a delusion of the legal imagination. The idea of 

^ Prohibitions del Soy (1607) 12 Co. Rep. 63 ; K. & L. 276 ; TTaom, 
Government of England (2nd ed., 1887), oh, iii. 
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retrogressive progress is merely one form of tlie 
appeal to precedent. This appeal has made its 
appearance at every crisis in the history of England, 
and indeed no one has stated so forcibly as my friend 
Mr. Freeman himself the peculiarity of aU English 
efforts to extend the liberties of the country, namely, 
that these attempts at innovation have always assumed 
the form of an appeal to pre-existing rights. But 
the appeal to precedent is in the law courts merely 
a useful fiction by which judicial decision conceals its 
transformation into judicial legislation ; and a fiction 
is none the less a fiction because it has emerged from 
the courts into the field of politics or of history. 

Here, then, the astuteness of lawyers has imposed 
upon the simplicity of historians. Formalism and 
antiquarianism have, so to speak, joined hands ; they 
have united to mislead students in search for the law 
of the constitution. 

Let us turn now to the political theorists. 

No better types of such thinkers can be taken in. view 
than Bagehot and Professor Hearn. No author of theorisis. 
modem times (it may be confidently asserted) has 
done so much to elucidate the intricate workings of 
English government as Bagehot. His JEnglish Con- of 
stitution is so full of brightness, originality, and wit, tion. 
that few students notice how full it is also of know- 
ledge, of wisdom, and of insight. The slight touches, 
for example, by which Bagehot paints the reality of 
Cabinet government, are so amusing as to make a 
reader forget that Bagehot was the first author who 
explained in accordance with actual fact the true 
nature of the Cabinet and its real relation to the 
Crown and to Parliament. He is, in short, one of 
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ttose rare teachers who have e3qplained intricate 
matters with such complete clearness, as to make 
the public forget that what is now so clear ever 
needed explanation. Professor Hearn may p^haps 
be counted an anticipator of Bagehot. In any case 
he too has approached EngKsh institutions from a 
new point of view, and has looked at them in a fresh 
light ; he would be universally recognised among us 
as one of the most distinguished and ingenious ex- 
ponents of the mysteries of the English constitution, 
had it not been for the fact that he made his fame 
as a professor, not in any of the seats of learning in 
the United Kingdom, but in the University of 
Melbourne. From both these writers we expect to 
learn, and do learn much, but, as in the case of Mr. 
Freeman, though we learn much from our teacher 
which is of value, we do not learn precisely what as 
lawyers we are in search of. The truth is that both 
Bagehot and Professor Hearn deal and mean to deal 
mainly with political understandings or conventions 
and not with rules of law. What is the precise moral 
influence which might be exerted by a wise constitu- 
tional monarch; what are the circumstances under 
which a Minister is entitled to dissolve Parliament ; 
whether the simultaneous creation of a large number 
of Peers for a special purpose is constitutionally 
justifiable ; what is the principle on which a Cabinet 
may allow of open questions; — ^these and the like 
are the kind of inquiries raised and solved by writers 
whom, as being occupied with the conventional under- 
standings of the constitution, we may term con- 
ventionalists. These inquiries are, many of them, 
great and weighty ; but they are not inquiries which 
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will ever be debated in tbe law conrts. If tbe 
Premier should advise tbe creation of five hundred 
Peers, the Chancery Division would not, we may be 
sure,, grant an injunction tO' restrain their creation. 

If he- should on. a vote of censure decline- to resign 
officei. the King’s Bench Division would certainly 
not issue a quo warranio> calling upon him: to^ show 
cause why he. continues, to- be Prime Minister.. As a- 
lawyer, I find these matters too high for me.. Their 
practical solution must be left to the profound wisdom 
of Members of Parliament ; their speculative solution 
belongs to the province of political theorists. 

One suggestion a mere legist may be allowed to And con- 
make, namely, that the authors who insist upon and view does 
explain the conventional character of the understand- 
ings which make up a great part of the constitution, 
leave unexplained the one matter which needs ex- enforced, 
planation. They give no satisfactory answer to the 
inquiry how it happens that the understandings of 
politics are sometimes at least obeyed as rigorously 
as the commands of law.^ To refer to public opinion 
and to considerations of expediency is to offer but a 
very inadequate solution of a really curious problem. 

Public opinion approves and public expediency re- 
quires the observance of contracts, yet contracts are 
not always observed, and would (presumably) be 
broken more often than they are did not the law 
punish their breach, or compel their performance. 
Meanwhile it is certain that understandings are not 
laws, and that no system of conventionalism will ex- 
plain the whole nature of constitutional law, if indeed 
“constitutional law” be in strictness law at all. 

^ See further on this point. Part iii, ch, xv, post. 
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For at tMs point a doubt occurs to one’s mind 
whicb must more than once have haimted students 
of the constitution. Is it possible that so-called 
“constitutional law” is in reality a cross between 
history and custom which does not properly deserve 
the name of law at all, and certainly does not belong 
to the province of a professor called upon to 1p. fl.-m 
or to teach nothing but the true indubitable law 
of England ? Can it be that a dark saying of de 
Tocque-ville’s, “the English constitution has no real 
existence ” {eUe n'existe ^point ^), contains the truth of 
the whole matter ? In this case lawyers would gladly 
surrender a domain to which they can establish no 
valid title. The one half of it should, as belonging 
to history, go over to our historical professors. The 
other half should, as belonging to conventions which 
illustrate the growth of law, be transferred either to 
my friend the Corpus Professor of Jurisprudence, 
because it is his vocation to deal with the oddities or 
the outlying portions of legal science, or to my fnend 
the Chichele Professor of International Law, because 
he being a teacher of law which is not law, and 
being accustomed to expound those rules of public 
ethics which are miscalled international law, will find 
himself at home in expounding political ethics which, 
on the hypothesis under consideration, are miscalled 
constitutional law. 

Before, however, admitting the truth of the sup- 
position that “ constitutional law ” is in no sense law 
at all, it -will be well to examine a little further into 
the precise meaning which we attach to the term con- 

1 de Tooqueville, CEuvrea computes (14th ed., 1864), voL i (D4mo- 
cratie en Am4rique), pp. 166, 167. 
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stitutional law, and tten consider how far it is a fit 
subject for legal exposition. 

Constitutional law, as the term is used in England, it consists 
appears to iuclude all rules which directly or indirectly 
affect the distribution or the exercise of the sovereign 
power in the state.^ Hence it includes (among other 
things) all rules which define the members of the 
sovereign power, all rules which regulate the relation 
of such members to each other, or which determine 
the mode in which the sovereign power, or the mem- 
bers thereof, exercise their authority. Its rules pre- 
scribe the order of succession to the throne, regulate 
the prerogatives of the chief magistrate, determine 
the form of the legislature and its mode of election. 

These rules also deal with Ministers, with their 
responsibility, with their spheres of action, define the 
territory over which the sovereignty of the state 
extends and settle who are to be deemed subjects or 
citizens. Observe the use of the word “ rules,” not 
“laws.” This employment of terms is intentionaL 
Its object is to call attention to the fact that the 
rules which make up constitutional law, as the term 
is used in England, include two sets of principles or 
Tuavims of a totally distinct character. 

The one set of rules are in the strictest sense “ laws,” fr ) Bales 

. wmch are 

since they are rules which (whether written or un- true laws 
written, whether enacted by statute or derived firom the the con- 

^ Cf. Holland, Jurisprudence (10th ed., 1906), pp. 138, 139, and 359- 
363. “ By the constitution of a country is meant so much of its law as 
“ relates to the designation and form of the legislature ; the rights and 
“ functions of the several parts of the legfelative body ; the construction, 

“ office, and jurisdiction of courts of justice. The constitution is one 
“ principal division, section, or title of the code of public laws, dis- 
tinguished from the rest only by the superior importance of the subject 
of which it treats.” — Paley, Moral Philosophy (1785), Book vi, ch. viL 



34 


OUTLINE OF SUBJECT 


mass of custom, tradition, or j udge-made maxims known 
as tke common law) are enforced by tbe courts ; these 
rules constitute “ constitutional law ” in tbe proper 
sense of that term, and may for tbe sake of distinction 
be called collectively “ tbe law of tbe constitution.” 

(ii) Rules Tbe other set of rules consist of conventions, rmder- 
standings, habits, or practices which, though they may 
conven- regulate the conduct of the several members of the 
oonstitu- sovereign power, of the Ministry, or of other omcials, 
are not in reality laws at aU since they are not enforced 
by the courts. This portion of constitutional law may, 
for the sake of distinction, be termed the “ conven- 
tions of the constitution,” or constitutional morality. 

To put the same thing in a somewhat different 
shape, “ constitutional law,” as the expression is used 
in England, both by the public and by authoritative 
writers, consists of two elements. The one element, 
here called the “ law of the constitution,” is a body 
of undoubted law; the other element, here called 
the “conventions of the constitution,” consists of 
maxims or practices which, though they regulate 
the ordinary conduct of the Crown, of Ministers, and 
of other persons under the constitution, are not in 
strictness laws at all. The contrast between the law 
of the constitution and the conventions of the consti- 
tution may be most easily seen from examples.’- 
Examples To the law of the constitution belong the following 

ofrulesbe- , ° ® 

longing to TUlCS \ 

“The, King can do no wrong.” This maxim, as 
now interpreted by the courts, means, in the first 
place, that by no proceeding known to the law can 

^ See, however, Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed.^ 
1938), pp. 100-102, and Intro, pp. xcv et seq., ante. 
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the King be made personally responsible for any act 
done by him ; if (to give an absurd example) the 
King were bimself to shoot the Premier through the 
head, no court in England could take cognisance of 
the act. The maxim means, in the second place, that 
no one can plead the orders of the Crown or indeed 
of any superior ojQ&cer in defence of any act not other- 
wise justifiable by law; this principle in both its 
applications is (be it noted) a law and a law of the 
constitution, but it is not a written law. “ There is 
no power in the Crown to dispense with the obligation 
to obey a law ; ” this negation or abolition of the dis- 
pensing power now depends upon the Bill of Eights ; 
it is a law of the constitution and a written law. 
“ Some person is legally responsible for every act 
done by the Crown.” This responsibihty of Ministers 
appears in foreign countries as a formal part of the 
constitution ; in England it results from the combined 
action of several legal principles, namely, first, the 
maxim that the King can do no wrong ; secondly, the 
refusal of the courts to recognise any act as done by 
the Crown, which is not done in a particular form, a 
form in general involving the affixing of a particular 
seal by a Minister, or the counter -signatme or 
something equivalent to the counter-signature of a 
Minister; thirdly, the principle that the Minister 
who affixes a particular seal, or countersigns his 
signature, is responsible for the act which he, so to 
speak, endorses ; ^ this again is part of the constitu- 
tion and a law, but it is not a written law. So again 
the right to personal liberty, the right of public 
meeting, and many other rights, are part of the law 

^ Cl Hearn, Government of England (2nd ed., 1887), ch. iv. 
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of tlie constitution, tliougli most of these rights are 
consequences of the more general law or principle 
that no man can he punished except for direct 
breaches of law {i.e. crimes) proved in the way pro- 
vided by law (i.c. before the courts of the realm)> 

To the conventions of the constitution belong the 
following maxims : ® — 

“ The King must assent to, or (as it is inaccurately 
expressed) carmot ‘ veto ’ * any bill passed by the two 
Houses of Parliament ; ” — “ the House of Lords does 
not originate any money bill ; ” — “ when the House of 
Lords acts as a Court of Appeal, no peer who is not a 
law lord takes part in the decisions of the House ; ” — 
“Ministers resign office when they have ceased to 
command the confidence of the House of Commons ; ” 
— “a bill must be read a certain number of times 
before passing through the House of Commons.” 
These maxims are distinguished from each other by 
many differences ; * under a new or written constitu- 

^ With one exception these examples are taken from the common 
law. Statutes as a source of constitutional law are generally dis- 
regarded throughout the text, especially in the chapters on the rule 
of law. — E d. 

^ See Jennings, Cabimt Government (1936), ch. i. 

® As to the meaning of veto, see Hearn, op, cit, pp. 51, 60, 61, 63, 
and Jennings, op, cit, pp. 6, 296, 297. 

^ Some of these maxims are never violated, and are universally 
admitted to be inviolable. Others, on the other hand, have nothing 
but a slight amount of custom in their favour, and are of disputable 
validity. The main distinction between different classes of conven- 
tional rules may, it is conceived, be thus stated : Some of these rules 
could not be violated without bringing to a stop the course of orderly 
and pacific government ; others might be violated without any other 
consequence than that of exposing the Minister or other person by 
whom they were broken to blame or unpopularity. 

In the opinion of the author this difference will at bottom be found 
to depend upon the degree of directness with which the violation of a 
given constitutional maxim brings the wrongdoer into conflict with the 
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tion some of them probably would and some of them 
would not take the form of actual laws. Under the 
English constitution they have one point in common : 
they are none of them “ laws ” in the true sense of 
that word, for if any or all of them were broken, no 
court would take notice of their violation. 

It is to be regretted that these maxims must be 
called “ conventional,” for the word suggests a notion 
of insignificance or unreality.^ This, however, is the 
last idea which any teacher would wish to convey to 
his hearers. Of constitutional conventions or prac- 
tices some are as important as any laws, though 
some may be trivial, as may also be the case with 
a genuine law. My object, however, is to contrast, 
not shams with realities, but the legal element with 
the conventional element of so-called “ constitutional 
law.” 

This distinction differs essentially, it should be 

law of the land. Thus a Ministry under whose advice ParKament 
were not summoned to meet for more than a year would, owing to the 
lapse of the Army (Annual) Act, become through their agents engaged 
in a conflict with the Cburts. The violation of a convention of the 
constitution would in this case lead to revolutionary or reactionary 
violence. The rule, on the other hand, that a Bill must be read a given 
number of times before it is passed is, though a well-established con- 
stitutional principle, a convention which might be disregarded without 
bringing the Government into conflict with the ordinary law. A 
Ministry who induced the House of Commons to pass an Act, c.gr. 
suspending the Habeas Corpus Act, after one reading, or who induct 
the House to alter their rules as to the number of times a Bill should 
be read, would in no way be exposed to a contest with the ordinary 
tribunals. Ministers who, after Supplies were voted and the Army 
(Annual) Act passed, should prorogue the House and keep office for 
months after the Government had ceased to retain the confidence of 
the Commons, might or might not incur grave unpopularity, but would 
not necessarily commit a breach of law. See further Part iii, ^osi, and 
cf. Intro, pp. cxxxvi ef ante,, 

^ Cf. Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), p. 80, 
for further criticism of the term. 
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noted, from the distinction between “ written law ” (or 
statute law) and “ unwritten law ” (or common law). 
There are laws of the constitution, as, for example, the 
Bill of Eights, the Act of Settlement, the Habeas 
Corpus Acts, which are “ written law,” found in the 
statute-books — ^in other words, are statutory enact- 
ments. There are other most important laws of the 
constitution (several of which have already been men- 
tioned) which are “ unwritten ” laws, that is, not statu- 
tory enactments. Some further of the laws of the 
constitution, such, for example, as the law regulating 
the descent of the Crown, which were at one time 
unwritten or common law, have now become written 
or statute law. The conventions of the constitution, 
on the other hand, cannot be recorded in the statute- 
book, though they may be formally reduced to 
writing. Thus the whole of our parliamentary pro- 
cedure is nothing but a mass of conventional law ; 
it is, however, recorded in written or printed rules. 
The distinction, in short, between written and un- 
written law does not in any sense square with, the 
distinction between the law of the constitution (con- 
stitutional law properly so called) and the conven- 
tions of the constitution. This latter is the distinction 
on which we should fix our whole attention, for it is 
of vital importance, and elucidates the whole subject 
of constitutional law. It is further a difference which 
may exist in countries which have a written or statu- 
tory constitution.^ In the United States the legal 

^ The ooaventional element in the constitution of the United States 
is fax larger than most Englishmen suppose. See Woodrow Wilson, 
Congressional Govemmmt (1925 ed.) ; Bryce, American Commomoealth 
(1910 ed.), vol. i, ch. xxxiv and xxxv; Horwill, The Usages of the 
American Constitution (1925). It may he asserted without much exa^- 
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powers of tKe President, the Senate, the mode of 
electing the President, and the like, are, as far as the 
law is concerned, regulated wholly by the law of the 
constitution. But side by side with the law have 
grown up certain stringent conventional rules, which, 
though they would not be noticed by any court, 
have in practice nearly the force of law. No Presi- 
dent has ever been re-elected more than once : the 
popular approval of this conventional limit (of which 
the constitution knows nothing) on a President’s 
re-eligibUity proved a fatal bar to General Grant’s 
third candidature. Constitutional understandings 
have entirely changed the position of the Presiden- 
tial electors. They were by the founders of the con- 
stitution intended to be what their name denotes, 
the persons who chose or selected the President ; the 
chief officer, in short, of the Eepublic was, according 
to the law, to be appointed under a system of double 
election. This intention has failed ; the “ electors ” 
have become a mere means of voting for a particular 
candidate ; they are no more than so many ballots 
cast for the Republican or for the Democratic nominee. 
The understanding that an elector is not really to 
elect, has now become so firmly established, that for 
him to exercise his legal power of choice is considered 
a breach of political honour too gross to be committed 

geration that the conventional element in the constitution of the United 
States is as large as in the English constitution. Under the American 
system, however, the line between “ conventional rules ” and “ laws ” 
is drawn with a precision hardly possible in England. 

Under the constitution of the existing French Bepublic, constitu- 
tional conventions or understandings exert a considerable amount of 
influence. They considerably limit, for instance, the actual exercise 
of the large powers conferred by the letter of the constitution on the 
President. See Chardon, U Administration de la France — Lea fonctionr 
naires (1908), pp. 79-105. 


30 


OUTLINE OF SUBJECT 


Constitu- 
tional law 
as subject 
of legal 
study 
means 
solely law 
of con- 
stitution. 


by tbe most unscrupulous of politicians. Public 
difficulties, not to say dangers, might have been 
averted if, in the contest between Mr. Hayes and Mr. 
rUden, a few Eepublican electors had felt themselves 
at liberty to vote for the Democratic candidate. Not 
a single man among them changed his side. The 
power of an elector to elect is as completely abolished 
by constitutional understandings in America as is the 
royal right of dissent from bills passed by both 
Houses by the same force in England. Under a 
written, therefore, as under an unwritten constitu- 
tion, we find in full existence the distinction 
between the law and the conventions of the con- 
stitution. 

Upon this difiierence I have insisted at possibly 
needless length, because it lies at the very root of the 
matter imder discussion. Once grasp the ambiguity 
latent in the expression “constitutional law,” and 
everything connected with the subject falls so com- 
pletely into its right place that a lawyer, called upon 
to teach or to study constitutional law as a branch of 
the law of England, can hardly fail to see clearly the 
character and scope of his subject. 

With conventions or understandings he has no 
direct concern. They vary from generation to genera- 
tion, almost from year to year. Whether a Ministry 
defeated at the polling booths ought to retire on 
the day when the result of the election is known, or 
may more properly retain office until after a defeat in 
Parliament, is or may be a question of practical im- 
portance. The opinions on this point which prevail 
to-day differ (it is said) from the opinions or under- 
standings which prevailed thirty years back, and are 
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possibly different from tbe opinions or tmderstandings 
wbich may prevail ten years hence. Weighty pre- 
cedents and high authority are cited on either side of 
this knotty question ; the dicta or practice of Russell 
and Peel may be balanced off against the dicta or 
practice of Beaconsfield and Gladstone. The subject, 
however, is not one of law but of politics, and need 
trouble no lawyer or the class of any professor of 
law. If he is concerned with it at all, he is so only in 
so far as he may be called upon to show what is the 
connection (if any there be) between the conventions 
of the constitution and the law of the constitution.^ 

This the true constitutional law is his only real 
concern. His proper function is to show what are the 
legal rules (i.e. rules recognised by the courts) which 
are to be found in the several parts of the constitution. 
Of such rules or laws he will easily discover more than 
enough. The rules determining the legal position of 
the Crown, the legal rights of the Crown’s Ministers, 
the constitution of the House of Lords, the constitu- 
tion of the House of Commons, the laws which govern 
the established Church, the laws which determine the 
position of the non-established Churches, the laws 
which regulate the army, — ^these and a hundred other 
laws form part of the law of the constitution, and are 
as truly part of the law of the land as the articles of 
the constitution of the United States form part of the 
law of the Union.® 

^ See Intro, pp. cxxxvi el seq., ante, and of. Jennings, Cabinet 
Government (1936), pp. 376-378. 

^ Cf. Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 
68-70. The composition of the House of Lords is not determined by the 
courts. The argument excludes the Prime Minister and the Cabinet. 
Part iii, however, shows that the author intended to include those 
conventions which he regarded as dependent upon rules of law. — ^E d. 
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■uw of The duty, in short, of an English professor of law 

tbn clu'be is to State what are the laws which form part of the 
iike°aDy"^ Constitution, to arrange them in their order, to explain 
branch of meaning, and to exhibit where possible their 

Ellis'' logical connection. He ought to expound the un- 
written or partly unwritten constitution of England, 
in the same manner in which Story and Kent have 
expounded the written law of the American constitu- 
tion. The task has its special perplexities, but the 
difi&culties which beset the topic are the same in 
kind, though not in degree, as those which are to 
be found in every branch of the law of England. 
You are called upon to deal partly with statute law, 
partly with judge-made law ; you are forced to rely 
on Parliamentary enactments and also on judicial 
decisions, on authoritative dicta, and in many cases 
on mere inferences drawn from judicial doctrines ; it 
is often difficult to discriminate between prevalent 
custom and acknowledged right. This is true of the 
endeavour to expound the law of the constitution ; 
all this is true also in a measure of any attempt to 
explain our law of contract, our law of torts, or our 
law of real property. 

Moreover, teachers of constitutional law enjoy at 
this moment one invaluable advantage. Their topic 
has, of recent years, ^ become of immediate interest and 
of pressing importance. These years have brought 
into the foreground new constitutional questions, and 
have afforded in many instances the answers thereto. 
The series of actions connected with the name of 


^ ^ originaHy published in 1885. Between that date 

and 1914 legal decisions and public discussion threw light upon 
sev^ mattera of constitutional law, such, for example, as the hmits 
to the right of public meeting and the nature of martial law. 
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Mr. Bradlaugh ^ has done as much to clear away the 
obscurity which envelops many parts of our public 
law as was done in the eighteenth century by the series 
of actions connected with the name of John Wilkes. 
The law of maintenance has been rediscovered ; the 
law of blasphemy has received new elucidation. 
Everybody now knows the character of a penal action. 
It is now possible to define with precision the relation 
between the House of Commons and the courts of 
the land ; the legal character and solemnity of an 
oath has been made patent to all the world, or at 
any rate to all those persons who choose to read 
the Law Reports. Meanwhile circumstances vuth 
which Mr. Bradlaugh had no connection have forced 
upon public attention all the various problems con- 
nected with the right of public meeting. Is such a 
right known to the law? What are the limits 
within which it may be exercised? What is the 
true definition of an “unlawful assembly”? How 
far may citizens lawfully assembled assert their right 
of meeting by the use of force ? What are the limits 
within which the English constitution recognises the 
right of self-defence ? These are questions some of 
which have been raised and all of which may any day 
be raised before the courts. They are inquiries which 
touch the very root of our public law. To find the 
true reply to them is a matter of importance to every 
citizen. While these inquiries require an answer the 
study of the law of the constitution must remain a 
matter of pressing interest. The fact, however, that 

^ See for Bradlaugh’s political career, Dictionary of National Bio- 
graphy, vol. xxii (Supplemeat), Reissue, 1908-9, p. 248. 
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the provisions of this law are often embodied in cases 
which have gained notoriety and excite keen feelings 
of political partisanship may foster a serious miscon- 
ception. Unintelligent students may infer that the 
law of the constitution is to be gathered only from 
famous judgments which embalm the results of grand 
constitutional or political conflicts. This is not so. 
Scores of unnoticed cases, such as the ParleTnent 
Edge} or Thomas v. The Queen, ^ touch upon or 
decide principles of constitutional law. Indeed every 
action against a constable or collector of revenue en- 
forces the greatest of all such principles, namely, that 
obedience to administrative orders is no defence to an 
action or prosecution for acts done in excess of legal 
authority. The true law of the constitution is in 
short to be gathered from the sources whence we 
collect the law of England in respect to any other 
topic, and forms as interesting and as distinct, though 
not as well explored, a field for legal study or legal 
exposition as any which can be found. The subject 
is one which has not yet been fully mapped out. 
Teachers and pupils alike therefore suffer from the 
inconvenience as they enjoy the interest of exploring 
a province of law which has not yet been entirely 
reduced to order.® 

This inconvenience has one great compensation. 
We are compelled to search for the guidance of first 


^ (1879) 4 P.D. 129 ; on appeal (1880) 6 P.D. 197. 
Baird [1892] A.C. 491, at p. 497 ; K. & L. 310. 


Cf. Walker v. 


2 (1874) L.R. 10 Q.B. 31 ; K & L. 231. 

® Since these words were written in 1885, Sir WiUiam Anson’s admir- 
able Law arid Custom of the Constitution has gone far to provide a complete 
scheme of English constitutional law. The latest editions of this work 
are : vol. i (5th ed., 1922), ed. Gwyer ; vol. ii (4th ed., 1935), ed. Keith. 
It does not deal in detail with administrative powers. 
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principles, and as we look for a clue tlffough. the 
mazes of a perplexed topic, three such guiding prin- 
ciples gradually become apparent. They are, Jirst, 
the legislative sovereignty of Parliament;^ secondly, 
the universal rule or supremacy throughout the con- 
stitution of ordinary law ; ® and thirdly (though here 
we tread on more doubtful and speculative ground), 
the dependence in the last resort of the conventions 
upon the law of the constitution.® To examine, to 
elucidate, to test these three principles, forms, at any 
rate (whatever be the result of the investigation), a 
suitable introduction to the study of the law of the 
constitution. 

^ See Part i, post ^ See Part ii, post, 

^ See Part iii, post. 
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CHAPTEE I 


THE NATURE OF PARLIAMENTARY SOVEREIGNTY^ 

The sovereignty of Parliament is (from a legal point Chapter 
of view) the dominant characteristic of our political ^ 
institutions. 

My aim in this chapter is, in the first place, to Aim of 
explain the nature of Parliamentary sovereignty and 
to show that its existence is a legal fact, fully recog- 
nised by the law of England ; in the next place, to 
prove that none of the alleged legal limitations on 
the sovereignty of Parliament have any existence ; 
and, lastly, to state and meet certain speculative 
diflhculties which hinder the ready admission of the 
doctrine that Parliament is, under the British con- 
stitution, an absolutely sovereign legislature. 

A. Nature of Parliamentary Sovereignty, — Par- Nature of 
liament means, in the mouth of a lawyer (though the mentaiy 
word has often a different sense in ordinary con versa- rei^ty 
tion), the King, the House of Lords, and the House 
of Commons ; these three bodies acting together may 
be aptly described as the King in Parliament,” and 
constitute Parliament.^ 

The principle of Parliamentary sovereignty means 
neither more nor less than this, namely, that Parlia- 
ment thus defined has, under the English constitu- 

^ Cf. Intro, pp. xxxvi ei seq^., ante, ^ Cf. 1 BL, Comm, p. 153. 
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Part I. tion, the right to make or unmake any law whatever ; 

and, further, that no person or body is recognised by 

the law of England as having a right to override or 
set aside the legislation of Parliaments 

A law may, for our present purpose, be defined as 
“ any rule which will be enforced by the courts.” 
The principle then of Parliamentary sovereignty may, 
looked at from its positive side, be thus described : 
Any Act of Parliament, or any part of an Act of 
Parliament, which makes a new law, or repeals or 
modifies an existing law, will be obeyed by the courts. 
The same principle, looked at from its negative side, 
may be thus stated : There is no person or body of 
persons who can, under the English constitution, make 
rules which override or derogate from an Act of 
Parliament, or which (to express the same thing in 
other words) will be enforced by the courts in con- 
travention of an Act of Parliament. Some apparent 
exceptions to this rule no doubt suggest themselves. 
But these apparent exceptions, as where, for example, 
the Judges of the High Court of Justice make rules 
of court repealing Parliamentary enactments, are re- 
solvable into cases in which Parlia-ment either directly 
or indirectly sanctions subordinate legislation.* This 
is not the place for entering into any details as to the 
nature of judicial legislation; the matter is men- 
tioned here only in order to remove an obvious 
difficulty which might present itself to some students. 

^ This is not a distinctive characteristic. In France and Belgium 
the courts do not in practice question the validity of acts of the legisla- 
ture, notwithstanding that in each, case the powers of the legislature 
are limited by the constitution. — ^En, 

^ Buies of court are made by a statutory committee of judges, 
barristers, and solicitors. — "Ed, 
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It will be necessary in the course of these lectures to chapter 
say a good deal more about Parliamentary sovereignty, ^ 
but for the present the above rough description of its 
nature may suffice. The important thing is to make 
clear that the doctrine of Parliamentary sovereignty 
is, both on its positive and on its negative side, fully 
recognised by the law of England. 

I. Unlimited legislative authority of Parliament. unUmitea 
— The classical passage on this subject is the following 
extract from Blackstone’s Commenta/ries : — 

“ The power and jurisdiction of Parliament, says 
“ Sir Edward Coke,^ is so transcendent and absolute, 

“ that it cannot be confined, either for causes or per- 
“ sons, within any bounds. And of this high court, he 
“ adds, it may be truly said, ‘ Si antiquitatem sjpectes, 

“ est vetustissima ; si dignitatem, est honoratissima ; si 
“ jurisdictionem, est capacissima.’ It hath sovereign 
“ and uncontrollable authority in the making, confirm- 
“ ing, enlarging, restraining, abrogating, repealing, re- 
“ viving, and expounding of laws, concerning matters 
“ of all possible denominations, ecclesiastical or tem- 
“poral, civil, military, maritime, or criminal; this 
“ being the place where that absolute despotic power, 

“ which must in all governments reside somewhere, is 
“ entrusted by the constitution of these kingdoms. AU 
“mischiefs and grievances, operations and remedies, 

“ that transcend the ordinary course of the laws, are 
“ within the reach of this extraordinary tribunal. It 
“can regulate or new-model the succession to the 
“ Crown ; as was done in the reign of Henry VIII. and 
“ William III. It can alter the established religion 

^ Fourth Institute^ p. 36. 
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Part L “of the land ; as was done in a variet7 of instances, 
“in the reigns of king Henry VIII. and his three 
“ children. It can change and create afresh even the 
“ constitution of the kingdom and of parliaments them- 
“ selves ; as was done by the act of union, and the 
“ several statutes for triennial and septennial elections. 
“ It can, in short, do everything that is not naturally 
“impossible; and therefore some have not scrupled 
“to call its power, by a figure rather too bold, the 
“ omnipotence of Parliament. True it is, that what the 
“ Parliament doth, no authority upon earth can undo. 
“ So that it is a matter most essential to the liberties of 
“ this kingdom, that such members be delegated to this 
“ important trust, as are most eminent for their probity, 
“their fortitude, and their knowledge; for it was a 
“ known apophthegm of the great lord treasurer Bur* 
“leigh, ‘that England could never be ruined but by 
“ a Parliament ’ : and, as Sir Matthew Hale observes, 
“ this being the highest and greatest court over which 
“ none other can have jurisdiction in the kingdom, if 
“ by any means a misgovernment should any way fall 
“ upon it, the subjects of this kingdom are left without 
“aU manner of remedy. To the same purpose the 
“president Montesquieu, though I trust too hastily, 
“ presages ; that as Rome, Sparta, and Carthage have 
“ lost their liberty and perished, so the constitution of 
“ England wiU in time lose its liberty, wiU pferish : 
“ it will perish whenever the legislative power shall 
“ become more corrupt than the executive.” ‘ 

^ 1 Bl., Oomm. pp. 160, 161 ; of. as to the sovereignty of Parliament, 
De Repuhlim Anglorum ; A Discourse on the Commonwealth of England^ 
by Sir Thomas Smith, edited by L. Alston (1906), Book ii, ch, i, p. 148, 
This book was originally published in 1683, 
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De Lolme has summed up the matter in a gro- Chapter 
tesque expression which has become almost proverbial. ^ 

“ It is a fundamental principle with English lawyers, 

“ that Parliament can do everything but make a 
“ woman a man, and a man a woman.” 

This supreme legislative authority of Parliament Historical 
is shown historically in a large number of instances. of^iS- 

The descent of the Crown was varied and finally fixed 
under the provisions of the Act of Settlement, whereby reignty. 
the King occupies the throne under a Parliamentary seltie- 
title ; his claim to reign depends upon and is the result 
of a statute. This is a proposition which, at the present 
day, no one is inclined either to maintain or to dis- 
pute ; but a glance at the statute-book shows that 
not much more than two hundred years ago Parlia- 
ment had to insist strenuously upon the principle of 
its own lawful supremacy. The first section of 6 
Anne, c. 7, enacts (mter alia), “ That if any person or 
“ persons shall maliciously, advisedly, and directly by 
“writing or printing maintain and afcm that our 
“ sovereign lady the Queen that now is, is not the 
“ lawful and rightful Queen of these realms, or that the 
“ pretended Prince of Wales, who now styles himself 
“ King of Great Britain, or King of England, by the 
“ name of James the Third, or King of Scotland, by the 
“ name of James the Eighth, hath any right or title to 
“ the Crown of these realms, or that any other person 
“ or persons hath or have any right or title to the same, 

“ otherwise than according to an Act of Parliament 
“ made in England in the first year of the reign of their 
“late Majesties King William and Queen Mary, of 
“ ever blessed and glorious memory, intituled. An Act 
“ declaring the rights and liberties of the subject, and 
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Union. 


Septennial 

Act. 


“ settling the succession of the Crown ; and one other 
“Act made in England in the twelfth year of the reign 
“ of his said late Majesty King William the Third, 
“intituled, An Act for the further limitation of the 
“ Crown, and better securing the rights and liberties of 
“ the subject ; and the Acts lately made in England 
“and Scotland mutually for the union of the two 
“ kingdoms ; or that the Kings or Queens of this realm, 
“ with and by the authority of Parliament, are not able 
“to make law’s and statutes of sufficient force and 
“ validity to limit and bind the Crown, and the descent, 
“ limitation, inheritance, and government thereof ; 
“ every such person or persons shall be guilty of high 
“ treason, and being thereof lawfully convicted, shall 
“ be adjudged traitors, and shall suffer pains of death, 
“and all losses and forfeitures as in cases of high 
“ treason.” ^ 

The Acts of Union (to one of which Blackstone 
calls attention) afford a remarkable example of the 
exertion of Parliamentary authority. But there is no 
single statute which is more significant either as to 
the theory or as to the practical working of the 
constitution than the Septennial Act. The circum- 
stances of its enactment and the' nature of the Act 
itself merit therefore special attention. 

In 1716 the duration of Parliament was under an 
Act of 1694 limited to three years, and a general 
election could not be deferred beyond 1717. The 
King and the Ministry were convinced (and with 
reason) that an appeal to the electors, many of whom 
were Jacobites, might be perilous not only to the 
Ministry but to the tranquillity of the state. The 

^ This enactment is still in force. 
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Parliament tten sitting, therefore, was induced by the 
Ministry to pass the Septennial Act by which the 
legal duration of Parliament was extended from three 
to seven years, and the powers of the then existing 
House of Commons were in effect prolonged for four 
years beyond the time for which the House was 
elected^ This was a much stronger proceeding than 
passing say an Act which enabled future Parliaments 
to continue in existence without the necessity for a 
general election during seven instead of during three 
years. The statute was justified by considerations 
of statesmanship and expediency. This justification 
of the Septennial Act must seem to every sensible 
man so ample that it is with some surprise that one 
reads in writers so fair and judicious as Hallam or 
Lord Stanhope attempts to minimise the importance 
of this supreme display of legislative authority. 
“ Nothing,” writes Hallam, “ can be more extravagant 
“than what is sometimes confidently pretended by 
“ the ignorant, that the legislature exceeded its rights 
“ by this enactment ; or, if that cannot legally be 
“ advanced, that it at least violated the trust of the 
“ people, and broke in upon the ancient constitution ; ” 
and this remark he bases on the ground that “ the 
“ law for triennial Parliaments was of little more than 
“ twenty years’ continuance. It was an experiment, 
“ which, as was argued, had proved unsuccessful ; it 
“was subject, like every other law, to be repealed 
“ entirely, or to be modified at discretion.” ‘ 

^ Similarly the Parliament elected in December, 1910, was extended 
by its own Acts until November, 1918 ; this Parliament by the Parlia- 
ment Act, 1911, had reduced the legal duration to five years ; see 
Intro, p. xliii, ante, — ^Ed. 

2 Hallam, Comtitutional History of England (1884 ed.), voL iii, p. 236. 


Chapter 

I. 
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“ We may,” says Lord Staniiope, “ . . . cast aside 
“ tlie foolish, idea that the Parliament overstepped its 
“ legitimate authority in prolonging its existence ; an 
“ idea which was indeed urged by party-spirit at the 
“ time, and which may still sometimes pass current in 
“harangues to heated multitudes, but which has been 
“treated with utter contempt by the best constitu- 
“ tional writers,” ^ 

These remarks miss the real point of the attack on 
the Septennial Act, and also conceal the constitutional 
importance of the statute. The thirty -one peers 
who protested against the Bill because (among other 
grounds) “ it is agreed, that the House of Commons 
“ must be chosen by the people, and when so chosen, 
“they are truly the representatives of the people, 
“ which they cannot be so properly said to be, when 
“ continued for a longer time than that for which they 
“ were chosen ; for after that time they are chosen by 
“ the Parliament, and not the people, who are thereby 
“ deprived of the only remedy which they have against 
“those, who either do not understand, or through 
“ corruption, do wilfully betray the trust reposed in 
“ them ; which remedy is, to choose better men in their 
“ places,” * hit exactly the theoretical objection to it. 
The peculiarity of the Act was not that it changed 
the legal duration of Parliament or repealed the 
Triennial Act ; the mere passing of a Septennial Act 
in 1716 was not and would never have been thought 
to be anything more startling or open to graver cen- 
sure than the passing of a Triennial Act in 1694. 
Wiat was startling was that an existing Parliament 

^ Lord Mahon, History of England (2nd ed., 1839), vol. i, p. 301. 

® Thorold Rogers, Protests of the Lords (1876), voL i, p. 218. 
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of its own autiiority prolonged its own legal existence. Chapter 
Nor can the argument used by Priestley,^ and in efiect 
by the protesting Peers, “that Septennial Parliaments 
“ were at first a direct usurpation of the rights of the 
“ people ; for by the same authority that one Parlia- 
“ ment prolonged their own power to seven years, they 
“ might have continued it to twice seven, or like the 
“Parliament of 1641 have made it perpetual,” be 
treated as a blunder grounded simply on the “ignorant 
assumption” that the Septennial Act prolonged the 
original duration of Parliament.® The contention of 
Priestley and others was in substance that members 
elected to serve for three years were constitutionally 
so far at least the delegates or agents of their con- 
stituents that they could not, without an inroad on 
the constitution, extend their own authority beyond 
the period for which it was conferred upon them by 
their principals, t.e. the electors. There are countries, 
and notably the United States, where an Act like the 
Septennial Act would be held legally invalid; no 
modem English Parliament would for the sake of 
keeping a government or party in office venture to 
pass say a Decennial Act and thus prolong its own 
duration ; the contention therefore that Walpole and 
his followers in passing the Septennial Act violated 
the understandings of the constitution has on the 
face of it nothing absurd. Parliament made a legal 
though unprecedented use of its powers. To under- 
rate this exertion of authority is to deprive the 
Septennial Act of its tme constitutional importance. 

That Act proves to demonstration that in a legal point 

^ See Priestley, Essay on Government (1771), p. 20. 

^ Hallam, op. ciU, vol. iii, p. 236 (note). 
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Part I. of view Parliament is neither the agent of the electors 
nor in any sense a trustee for its constituents. It is 
legally the sovereign legislative power in the state, 
and the Septennial Act is at once the result and the 
standing proof of such Parliamentary sovereignty. 

Inter- Hitherto we have looked at Parliament as legally 

pmwL omnipotent in regard to public rights. Let us now 
^TOte consider the position of Parliament in regard to those 
rights, private rights which are in civilised states justly held 
specially secure or sacred. Coke (it should be noted) 
particularly chooses interference with private rights 
as specimens of Parliamentary authority. 

“ Yet some examples are desired. Daughters and 
“ heirs apparent of a man or woman, may by Act of 
“ Parliament inherit during the life of the ancestor. 

“ It may adjudge an infant, or minor, of fuU age. 

“ To attaint a man of treason after his death. 

“To naturalise a mere alien, and make him a 
“ subject bom. It may bastard a child that by law 
“is legitimate, viz. begotten by an adulterer, the 
“husband being within the four seas. 

“ To legitimate one that is illegitimate, and born 
“ before marriage absolutely. And to legitimate 
“ secundum quid, but not simplioiter.” ^ 

Coke is judicious in his choice of instances. 
Interference with public rights is at bottom a less 
striking exhibition of absolute power than is the 
interference with the far more important rights of 
individuals ; a ruler who might think nothing of 
overthrowing the constitution of hia country, would 
in all probability hesitate a long time before he 
touched the property or mterfered with the contracts 

^ Coke, FouHh Institute, p. 36. See Intro, p. xxxvii, ante, for later 
examples m regard to public law. 
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of private persons. Parliament, however, habitually Chapter 
interferes, for the public advantage, with private 
rights. Indeed such interference has now (greatly to 
the benefit of the community) become so much a 
matter of course as hardly to excite remark, and few 
persons reflect what a sign this interference is of the 
supremacy of Parliament. The statute-book teems 
with Acts under which Parliament gives privileges or 
rights to particular persons or imposes particular 
duties or liabilities upon other persons. This is of 
course the case with every railway Act, but no one 
will realise the full action, generally the very bene- 
ficial action of Parliamentary sovereignty, who does 
not look through a volume or two of what are called 
Local and Private These Acts are just as 

much Acts of Parliament as any Statute of the Realm. 

They deal with every kind of topic, as with railways, 
harbours, docks, the settlement of private estates, and 
the like. To these you should add Acts such as those 
which declare valid marriages which, owing to some 
mistake of form or otherwise, have not been properly 
celebrated, and Acts, common enough at one time but 
now rarely passed, for the divorce of married persons. 

One further class of statutes deserve in this con- 
nection more notice than they have received — these 
are Acts of Indemnity. 

An Act of Indemnity is a statute, the object of Acts of 
which is to make legal transactions which when they 
took place were illegal, or to free individuals to whom 
the statute applies from liability for having broken 
the law ; enactments of - this kind were annually 
passed with almost unbroken regularity for more than 

^ In 1936 160 Local and no Private Acts were enacted.— E d. 
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SO 

a century (1727-1828) to free Dissenters from penal- 
ties, for having accepted municipal offices without 
duly qualifying themselves by taking the sacrament 
according to the rites of the Church of England. To 
the subject of Acts of Indemnity, however, we shall 
return in a later chapter.^ The point to be now 
noted is that such enactments being as it were the 
legalisation of illegality are the highest exertion and 
crowning proof of sovereign power. 

So far of the sovereignty of Parliament from its 
positive side : let us now look at the same doctrine 
from its negative aspect. 

II. The absence of any competing legislative 
power. — The Bang, each House of Parliament, the 
Constituencies, and the Law Courts, either have at 
one time claimed, or might appear to claim, inde- 
pendent legislative power. It will be found, however, 
on examination that the claim can in none of these 
cases be made good. 

(i.) The King. — Legislative authority originally 
resided in the King in Cotmcil,® and even after the 
commencement of Parliamentary legislation there 
existed side by side with it a system of royal legis- 
lation under the form of Ordinances,® and (at a later 
period) of Proclamations. 

These had much the force of law, and in the year 
1539 the Act 31 Henry VIII., c. 8, formally empowered 
the Crown to legislate by means of proclamations. 

^ See oh. v, ;post 

^ See Stubbs, Constitutional History of England^ vol. i (1874)^ 
pp. 126-128, and vol. ii (1875), pp. 246-247. 

^ Stubbs, op. cit, vol. ii, oh. xv. 



NATURE OF PARLIAMENTARY SOVEREIGNTY 51 


This statute is so short and so noteworthy that it may Chapter 
well be quoted in extenso. “ The King,” it runs, “ for 
“ the time being, with the advice of his Council, or the 
“ more part of them, may set forth proclamations under 
“ such penalties and pains as to him and them shall 
“ seem necessary, which shall be observed as though 
“ they were made by Act of Parliament ; but this shall 
“ not be prejudicial to any person’s inheritance, ofl&ces, 

“ liberties, goods, chattels, or life ; and whosoever shall 
“ willingly offend any article contained in the said pro- 
“ clamations, shall pay such forfeitures, or be so long 
“imprisoned, as shall be expressed in the said pro- 
“ clamations ; and if any offending will depart the 
“ realm, to the intent he will not answer his said 
" offence, he shall be adjudged a traitor.” 

This enactment marks the highest point of legal 
authority ever reached by the Crown, and, probably 
because of its inconsistency with the whole tenor of 
English law, was repealed in the reign of Edward the 
Sixth.^ It is curious to notice how revolutionary 
would have been the results of the statute had it 
remained in force. It must have been followed by 
two consequences. An English king would have 
become nearly as despotic as a French monarch. The 
statute would further have established a distinction 
between “ laws ” properly so called as being made by 
the legislature and “ ordinances ” having the force of 
law, though not in strictness laws as being rather 
decrees of the executive power than Acts of the legis- 
lature. This distinction exists in one form or another 
in most continental states, and is not without great 

^ Cf. Holdsworth, History of English Law, voL iv (1924), pp. 102, 103, 
and Intro, p. Ixviii, ante. This view cannot now be accepted. — ^E d. 
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I. practical utility. In foreign countries the legislature 
— generally confines itself to laying down general prin- 
ciples of legislation, and leaves them with great 
advantage to the public to be supplemented by decrees 
or regulations which are the work of the executive. 
The cumbersomeness and prolixity of English statute 
law is due in no small measure to futile endeavours of 
Parliament to work out the details of large legislative 
changes. This evil has become so apparent that in 
modern times Acts of Parliament constantly contain 
provisions empowering the Privy Council, the judges, 
or some other body ,Ho make rules under the Act for 
the determination of details which cannot be settled 
by Parliament. But this is only an awkward miti- 
gation* of an acknowledged evil, and the substance no 
less than the form of the law would, it is probable, be 
a good deal improved if the executive government of 
England could, like that of France, by means of decrees, 
ordinances, or proclamations having the force of law, 

1 Commonly Departmental Ministers. 

* One of the author’s critics objected to the words “awkward 
mtagation of an acknowledged evil” on the ground that they condemned 
m England a system which as it existed abroad was referred to as being 
not without ^eat practical utility. The expression objected to was 
however, justifiable, in the author’s view. “ Under the Engikh system 
elaborate and detafied statutes are passed, and the power to rules 
under the statute, e,.g. by Order in Council or otherwise, is introduced 
only m oasM where it is obvious that to embody the rules in the statute 
w either highly inexpedient or practically impossible. Under the 
foreign, and especially the Irenoh system, the form of laws, or in 
other words, of statutes, is permanently affected by the knowledge of 
tegisUtors and draftsmen that any law will be supplemented by decrees. 
En^sh statutes attempt, and with very little success, to provide for 
the detailed execution of the laws enacted therein. Foreign laws are 
what ev^ law ought to be, statements of general principles.” For a 
review of the tendencies of legislation by regulation in the United 
J^gaom, see Report of the ComrriiUee on Ministers^ Powers (Cmd 4060 
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work out tlie detailed application of tke general Chapter 
principles embodied in tbe Acts of tbe legislature.’- 
In tbis, as in some otter instances, restrictions wisely 
placed by our forefatbers on tbe growth of royal power, 
are at tbe present day tbe cause of unnecessary 
restraints on tbe action of tbe executive government. 

For tbe repeal of 31 Henry VIII, c. 8, rendered 
governmental legislation, with all its defects and 
merits, impossible, and left to proclamations only 
sucb weight as they might possess at common law. 

Tbe exact extent of tbis authority was indeed for 
some time doubtful. In 1610, however, a solemn 
opinion or protest of tbe judges® established tbe 
modern doctrine that royal proclamations have in no 
sense tbe force of law ;. they serve to call tbe attention 
of the public to tbe law, but they cannot of themselves 
impose upon any man any legal obligation or duty not 
imposed by common law or by Act of Parbament. In 
1766 Lord Chatham attempted to prohibit by force of 
proclamation tbe exportation of wheat, and tbe Act of 
Indemnity, passed in consequence of tbis attempt, 
may be considered tbe final legislative disposal of any 
claim on tbe part of tbe Crown to make law by force 
of proclamation. 

Tbe main instances ® where, m modern times, pro- 

^ See Duguit, Manuel de Droit Public frangais; Droit Consiitutionnd 
(1907), paras. 140 and 141, pp. 1013-1038. 

* See Case of Proclamations (1610) 12 Co. Rep. 74 ; K. & L. 63 > 
and Gardiner, History of England, vol. ii (1883), pp. 104, 105. 

® In rare instances, which are survivals from the time when the 
Eang of England was the true' “ sovereign ” in the technical sense of 
that term, the Crown exercises legislative functions in virtue of the 
prerogative. Thus the Crown can legislate, by proclamations or Orders 
in Council, for a newly conquered country {Campbell v. Hall (1774) 

Lofft. 655 ; J. & Y. 39), and has claimed the right, though the 
validity thereof is doubtM, to legislate for the Channel Islands by 
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clamations or orders in council are of any effect aie 
cases either where, at common law, a proclamation is 
the regular mode, not of legislation, but of announcing 
the executive will of the King, as when Parliament is 
summoned by proclamation, or else where orders in 
council have authority given to them by Act of 
Parliament 

(ii.) Resolutions of either House of Parliament— 
The House of Commons, at any rate, has from time to 
time appeared to claim for resolutions of the House, 
something like legal authority. That this pretension 
cannot be supported is certain, but there exists some 
difficulty in defining with precision the exact effect 
which the courts concede to a resolution of either 
House. 

Two points are, however, well established. 


Orders ia Couned. In the Matter of the States of Jersey (1853) 9 Moo. 
P.C.C. 185, 262. “ The Channel Islands indeed claim to have con- 
quered England, and are the sole fragments of the dukedom of Normandy 
which stm continue attached to the British Crown. For this reason, 
in these islands alone of all British possessions does any doubt arise as 
to whether an Act of the Imperial Parliament is of its own force hm/Ur-g 
law. In practice, when an Act is intended to apply to them, a section 
is iraert^ authorising the King in Council to issue an Order for the 
application of the Act to these islands, and requiring the registration 
of that Order in the islands, and the Order in Council is made by the 
King and registered ^ the States accordingly.” Sir H. Jenkyns, 
British Bide and J urisdiction beyond the Seas ( 1902), p. 37. But whatever 
doubt may arise in the Channel Islands, every English lawyer knows 
that any English court will hold that an Act of Parliament clearly 
intended to apply to the Channel Islands is in force there proprio vigors 
whether registered by the States or not. See also Benouf v. Attomeu- 
OenerM for Jersey [1936] A.C. 445 for ah interesting account of lecisla- 
tion in the Channel Islands. 

As to the legislative power of the Crown in Colonies which are 
not self-govermng see further Jenkyns, op. cit., p. 95, and Jennings 
^h (Constitutional Laws of the British Empire (1937), 
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The resolution of neither House is a law. Chapter 

This is the substantial result of the case of Stock- 
dale V. Hansard} The gist of the decision in that Besoin- 
case is that a libellous document did not cease to be either”^ 
a libel because it was published by the order of the House. 
House of Commons, or because the House subsequently 
resolved that the power of publishing the report which 
contained it, was an essential incident to the constitu- 
tional functions of Parliament. 

Secondly, Each House of Parliament has complete 
control over its own proceedings, and also has the 
right to protect itself by committing for contempt any 
person who commits any injury against, or offers auy 
affront to the House, and no court of law will inquire 
into the mode in which either House exercises the 
powers which it by law possesses. 

The practical difficulty lies in the reconciliation of 
the first with the second of these propositions, and is 
best met by following out the analogy suggested by 
Mr. Justice Stephen, between a resolution of the 
House of Commons, and the decision of a court from 
which there is no appeal. 

“I do not say,” runs his judgment, “that the 
“ resolution of the House is the judgment of a court 
“ not subject to our revision ; but it has much in 
“common with such a judgment. The House of 
“ Commons is not a court of justice ; but the effect 
“ of its privilege to regulate its own internal concerns, 

“ practically invests it with a judicial character when 
“ it has to apply to particular cases the provisions of 

^ See Stochdale v, Hansard (1839) 9 A. & E. 1 ; K. & L. 78 ; Case of 
the Sheriff of Middlesex (1840) 11 A. & E. 273 ; K. & L. 92 ; BroMawgh 
V. Gossett (1884) 12 Q.B.D. 271 ; K. & L. 96 ; Burdett v. Abbot (1811) 

14 East 1. 



Part I. 


Law as to 
effect of 
resolutions 
of either 
House. 


56 THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


“ Acts of Parliament. We must presume that it dis- 
“ charges this function properly, and with due regard 
“ to the laws, in the making of which it has so great 
“ a share. If its determination is not in accordance 
“ with law, this resembles the case of an error by a 
“judge whose decision is not subject to appeal. There 
“ is nothing startling in the recognition of the fact 
“that such an error is possible. If, for instance, a 
“jury in a criminal case give a perverse verdict, the 
“ law has provided no remedy. The maxim that there 
“ is no wrong without a remedy, does not mean, as it 
“ is sometimes supposed, that there is a legal remedy 
“ for every moral or political wrong. If this were its 
“ meaning, it would be manifestly untrue. There is 
“ no legal remedy for the breach of a solemn promise 
“ not under seal, and made without consideration ; 
“ nor for many kinds of verbal slander, though each 
“ may involve utter ruin ; nor for oppressive legisla- 
“tion, though it may reduce men practically to 
“slavery; nor for the worst damage to person and 
“ property inflicted by the most unjust and cruel war. 
“ The maxim means only that legal wrong and legal 
“ remedy are correlative terms ; and it would be more 
“ intelligibly and correctly stated, if it were reversed, 
“ so as to stand, ‘ Where there is no legal remedy, 
“ there is no legal wrong.’ ” ^ 

The law therefore stands thus. Either House of 
Parliament has the fullest power over its own pro- 
ceedings, and can, like a court, conunit for contempt 
any person who, in the judgment of the House, is 
guilty of insult or affront to the House. The Case of 
the Sheriff of Middlesex ® carries this right to the very 

^ Bradlbmgh r. Ooaaett, ante, at p. 285. 

2 (1840) 11 A. & E. 273 ; K & L, 92. 
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fartliest point. The Sheriff was imprisoned for con- 
tempt under a warrant issued by the Speaker. Every 
one knew that the alleged contempt was nothiug else 
than obedience by the Sheriff to the judgment of the 
Court of Queen’s Bench in the case of Stockdale v. 
Hansard, and that the Sheriff was imprisoned by the 
House because under such judgment he took the 
goods of the defendant Hansard in execution. Yet 
when the Sheriff* was brought by habeas corpus before 
the Queen’s Bench the Judges held that they could 
not inquire what were the contempts for which the 
Sheriff was committed by the House. The courts, in 
other words, do not claim any right to protect their 
own officials from beiug imprisoned by the House of 
Commons for alleged contempt of the House, even 
though the so-called contempt is nothing else than an 
act of obedience to the courts. A declaration or 
resolution of either House, on the other hand, is not in 
any sense a law. Suppose that X were by order of 
the House of Commons to assault A out of the House, 
irrespective of any act done in the House, and not 
under a warrant committing A for contempt ; or 
suppose that X were to commit some offence by 
which he incurred a fine under some Act of Parlia- 
ment, and that such fine were recoverable by .4 as a 
common informer. No resolution of the House of 
Commons ordering or approving of X’s act could be 
pleaded by X as a legal defence to proceedings, either 
civil or criminal, agaiust him.^ If proof of this were 
wanted it would be afforded by the Parliamentary 
Papers Act, 1840. The object of this Act, passed ia 
consequence of the controversy connected with the 

^ Of. AttoTTiey-Oeneral v. Bradlaugh (1885) 14 Q.B.D. 667. 


COiapter 

L 



58 


THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


Part I. case of Stochdah v. Hansard, is to give sxuninary pro- 
tection to persons employed in the publication of 
Parliamentary papers, wbicli are, it should be noted, 
papers published by the order of one or other of the 
Houses of Parliament. The necessity for such an Act 
is the clearest proof that an order of the House is not 
of itself a legal defence for the publication of matters 
which would otherwise be libellous. The House of 
Commons, “ by invoking the authority of the whole 
“ Legislature to give validity to the plea they had 
“ vainly set up in the action [of StocMale v. Hansard], 
“ and by not appealing against the judgment of the 
“ Court of Queen’s Bench, had, in effect, admitted the 
“ correctness of that judgment and affirmed the great 
“ principle on which it was founded, viz. that no single 
“ branch of the Legislature can, by any assertion of its 
“ alleged privileges, alter, suspend, or supersede any 
“known law of the land, or bar the resort of any 
“Englishman to any remedy, or his exercise and 
“ enjoyment of any right, by that law established.” ^ 

^ Arnould, Memoir of Thomas, first Lord Denman (1873), vol. ii, p. 70. 
Nothing is harder to define than the extent of the indefinite powers or 
rights possessed by either House of Parliament under the head of 
privilege or law and custom of Parliament. The powers exercised by 
the Houses, and especially in practice by the House of Commons, make 
a near approach to an authority above that of the ordinary law of the 
land. Parliamentary privilege has from the nature of things never 
been the subject of precise legal definition. One or two points are 
worth notice as being clearly established. 

1, Either House of Parliament may commit for contempt, and the 
courts will not go behind the committal and inquire into the facts 
constituting the alleged contempt provided that the cause of the con- 
tempt is not stated; May, Parliamentary Practice (13th ed., 1924), 
pp. 74, 78. Hence either House may commit to prison for contempt 
any person whom the House think guilty of contempt ; Burdett v. Ahhot 
(1811) 14 East 1 ; Case of the Sheriff of Middlesex (1840) 11 A. & E. 809 ; 
K. & L. 92. If the cause of committal stated in the writ is insuffi- 
cient in law, a writ of habeas corpus will “lie ” to secure the release of the 
person committed ; Paty'^s Case (1704) 2 Ld. Raym. 1105, per Holt, C.J. 
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(iii.) The Vote of the Parliamentary Electors } — caiapter 

Expressions are constantly used in the course of 

political discussions wliieli imply that the body of The con- 
persons entitled to choose members of Parliament 
possess under the English constitution some kind of 
legislative authority. Such language is, as we shall 
see, not without a real meaning;® it points to the 
important consideration that the wishes of the con- 
stituencies influence the action of Parliament. But 
any expressions which attribute to Parliamentary 
electors a legal part in the process of law-making are 
quite inconsistent with the view taken by the law of 
the position of an elector. The sole legal right of 
electors under the English constitution is to elect 
members of Parliament. Electors have no legal 
means of initiating, of sanctioning, or of repealing the 
legislation of Parliament. No court will consider for 
a moment the argument that a law is invalid as being 
opposed to the opinion of the electorate; their opinion 
can be legally expressed through Parliament, and 
through Parliament alone. This is not a necessary 
incident of representative govermnent. In Switzer- 


2. The House of Lords have power to commit an offender to prison 
for a specified term, even beyond the duration of the session (May, 
Parliamentary Practice (13th ed., 1924), pp. 100, 101). But the House of 
Commons do not commit for a definite period, and prisoners committed 
by the House are, if not sooner discharged, released from their confine- 
ment on a prorogation. 

3. A libel upon either House of Parliament or upon a member 
thereof, in his character of a member, has been often treated as a 
contempt. {Ibid,) 

4. The Houses and aU the members thereof have all the privileges 
necessary for the performance of their duties. (See generally May, 
op. cit., oh. iii.) 

^ For an account of the development of the people’s part in English 
government, see Emden, The People and the Constitution (1933). — Ed. 

^ See pp. 72-76, post. 



6o 


THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


Part I. land no change can be introduced in the constitution ^ 
which has not been submitted for approval or dis- 
approval to all male citizens who have attained their 
majority ; and even an ordinary law which does not 
involve a change in the constitution may, after it has 
been passed by the Federal Assembly, be submitted 
on the demand of a certain number of citizens to a 
popular vote, and is annulled if a vote is not obtained 
in its favour.* 


TheCourts. 0^*) The Ld/iv Qourts . — A large proportion of 
EngKsh law is in reality made by the judges, and 
whoever wishes to understand the nature and the 
extent of judicial legislation in England, should read 
Pollock’s admirable essay on the Science of Case 
Law? The topic is too wide a one to be considered 
ait any length in these lectures. All that we need 


note is that the adhesion by our judges to pre- 
cedent, that is, their habit of deciding one case in 
accordance with the principle, or supposed principle, 
which governed a former case, leads inevitably to the 
gradual formation by the courts of fixed rales for 
decision, which are in effect laws. This judicial legis- 
lation might appear, at first sight, inconsistent with 
the supremacy of Parliament. But this is not so. 
English judges do not claim or exercise any power to 
repeal a Statute, whilst Acts of Parliament may over- 
ride and constantly do override the law of the judges. 
Judicial legislation is, in short, subordinate legislation, 

^ Constitution Fidirale de la Confediration Suisse, Arts. 118-121 • 
see Adams and Cunningham, The Swiss Confederation (1889), ch. vi. 

^ Constitution Fedirale de la Confdddration Suisse, Art. 89. 

^ Pollock, Essays in Jurisprudence and Ethics (1882), p. 237 (The 

j ^ A®. ?! Opinion in England (2nd 

©d., 1914), Lecture xi (p. 361), and Note iv (p, 483). 
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carried on with the assent and subject to the super- 
vision of Parliament. 

B. Alleged l^al limitations on the legislative 
sovereiginty of Parliament . — ^AU that can be urged 
as to the speculative difficulties of placiug any limits 
whatever on sovereignty has been admirably stated 
by Austin and by Professor Holland.^ With these 
difficulties we have, at this moment, no concern. Nor 
is it necessary to examine whether it be or be not 
true, that there must necessarily be found in every 
state some person, or combination of persons, which, 
according to the constitution, whatever be its form, 
can legally change every law, and therefore consti- 
tutes the legally supreme power in the state. Our 
whole business is now to carry a step further the 
proof that, under the English constitution. Parliament 
does constitute such a supreme legislative authority 
or sovereign power as, according to Austin and other 
jurists, must exist in every civilised state, and for 
that purpose to examine into the validity of the 
various suggestions, which have from time to time 
been made, as to the possible limitations on Parlia- 
mentary authority, and to show that none of them 
are countenanced by English law. 

The suggested limitations are three in number.® 

^ See Austin, Juris'prudeym (4th ed., 1879), pp. 270-274, and Holland, 
Jurisprudence (10th ed,, 1906), pp. 47-52 and 359-363. The nature of 
sovereignty is also stated with brevity and clearness in Lewis, Bemarhs 
on the Use and Abuse of some Political Terms (1832), pp. 37-53 ; cf. 
Bryce, Studies in History arid Jurisprudence (1901), vol. ii. Essay ix, 
Obedience, and Essay x. The Nature of Sovereignty. 

^ Another Kxnitation has been suggested more or less distinctly by 
judges such as Coke {BonharrCs Case (1610) 8 Co. Rep. 118, and Case of 
Proclamations (1610) 12 Co. Rep. 74, at p. 76 ; and see Hearn, Govern- 
ment of England (2nd ed., 1887), pp. 48, 49 ) ; an Act of Parliament 
cannot (it has been intimated) overrule the principles of the common 


Chapter 

1 . 


Alleged 

limitations. 
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First, Acts of Parliament, it has been asserted, 
are invalid if they are opposed to the principles of 
morality or to the doctrines of international law. 
Parliament, it is in effect asserted, cannot make a law 
opposed to the dictates of private or public morality. 
Thus Blackstone lays down in so many words that 
the “law of nature being coeval with mankind, and 
“ dictated by God himself, is of course superior in 
“ obligatien to any other. It is binding over all the 
“ globe, in all countries, and at all times : no human 
“ laws are of any validity if contrary to this ; and such 
“ of them as are valid derive all their force and all 
“ their authority, mediately or immediately, from this 
“ original ; ” ^ and expressions are sometimes used by 
modern judges which imply that the courts might 
refuse to enforce statutes going beyond the proper 
limits (internationally speaking) of Parliamentary 
authority.® But to words such as those of Black- 
stone, and to the obiter dicta of the Bench, we must 
give a very qualified interpretation. There is no 
legal basis for the theory that judges, as exponents 
of morality, may overrule Acts of Parliament. Lan- 
guage which might seem to imply this amounts in 
reality to nothing more than the assertion that the 
judges, when attemptiug to ascertain what is the 
meaning to be affixed to an Act of Parliament, will 
presume that Parliament did not intend to violate ® 

law. This doctrine once had a real meaning (see Maine, Early History of 
Institutions {7th ed., 1905), pp. 381, 382), but it has never received 
systematic judicial sanction and is now obsolete. 

^ 1 BL, Gomm, 41, and see Hearn, Government of England (2nd ed., 
1887), pp. 48, 49. ^ Blain (1879) 12 Ch. D. 622, at p. 531. 

^ See Colquhown v. Brooks (1888) 21 Q.B.D. 52 ; and compare 
Lord Esher, at pp. 67, 58, with Fry, L.J., at pp. 61, 62. See Keir and 
Lawson, Cases in Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1933), pp. 2-6, for an 
account of the presumptions which regulate in some measure the 
applications of statutes. 
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the ordinary rules of morality, or the principles of Chapter 

international law, and will therefore, whenever pos- ^ 

sible, give such an interpretation to a statutory 
enactment as may be consistent with the doctrines 
both of private and of international morality. A 
modem judge would never listen to a barrister who 
argued that an Act of Parliament was invalid because 
it was immoral, or because it went beyond the limits 
of Parliamentary authority. The plain truth is that 
our tribunals uniformly act on the principle that a 
law alleged to be a bad law is ex hypothesi a law, and 
therefore entitled to obedience by the courts. 

Secondly, Doctrines have at times been main- Pre- 
tained which went very near to denying the right of “'°sahve. 
Parliament to touch the Prerogative.’^ 

In the time of the Stuarts * the doctrine was main- 
tained, not only by the King, but by lawyers and 
statesmen who, like Bacon, favoured the increase of 
royal authority, that the Crown possessed under the 
name of the “ prerogative ” a reserve, so to speak, of 
wide and indefinite rights and powers, and that this 
prerogative or residue of sovereign power was superior 
to the ordinary law of the land. This doctrine com- 
bined with the deduction from it that the Crown 
could suspend the operation of statutes, or at any rate 
grant dispensation from obedience to them, certainly 
suggested the notion that the high powers of the pre- 
rogative were to a certain eztent beyond the reach 
of Parliamentary enactment. We need not, however, 

^ See Stubbs, Oonstitviional History of England, vol. ii (1876), pp. 239, 

486, 613-615. 

® Gardiner, History of England, vol. iii (1883), pp. 1-6 ; of. as to 
Bacon’s view of the prerogative, Abbott, Francis Bacon (1885), pp* 140, 

260, 279. 
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now enter into the political controversies of another 
age. All that need be noticed is that though certain 
powers — as, for example, the right of making treaties 
— are now left by law in the hands of the Crown, and 
are exercised in fact by the executive government, no 
modern lawyer would maintain that these powers or 
any other branch of royal authority could not be regu- 
lated or abolished by Act of Parliament, or, what is 
the same thing, that the judges might legally treat 
as invalid a statute, say, regulating the mode in which 
treaties are to be made, or making the assent of 
the Houses of Parliament necessary to the validity 
of a treaty.^ 

Thirdly, Language has occasionally been used in 
Acts of Parliament which implies that one Parliament 
can make laws which cannot be touched by any sub- 
sequent Parliament, and that therefore the legislative 
authority of an existing Parliament may be limited 
by the enactments of its predecessors.* 

1 Compare the parliamentary practice in accordance with which the 
consent or recommendation of the Crown is required to the considera- 
tion of Bills touching the prerogative or the interests of the Crown. 

2 This doctrine was known to be erroneous by Bacon. “The 
“ principal law that was made this Parliament was a law of a strange 
“nature, rather just than legal, and more magnanimous than provident. 

“ This law did ordain, That no person that did assist in arms or 
“ otherwise the King for the time being, should after be impeached 
“therefor, or attainted either by the course of law or by Act of 
“ Parliament ; for if any such act of attainder did hap to be made, it 
“ should be void and of none effect. . . . But the force and obligation 
“ of this law was in itself illusory, as to the latter part of it ; (by a 
“precedent Act of Parliament to bind or frustrate a future). Por a 
“ supreme and absolute power cannot conclude itself, neither can that 
“ which is in nature revocable be made fixed ; no more than if a man 
“ should appoint or declare by his will that if he made any later will 
“ it should be void. And for the case of the Act of Parliament, there 
“ is a notable precedent of it in King Henry the Eighth^s time, who 
“ doubting he might die in the minority of his son, provided an Act to 
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That Parliaments have more than once intended Chapter 
and endeavoured to pass Acts which should tie the 
hands of their successors is certain, but the endeavour The Acts 
has always ended in failure. Of statutes intended to 
arrest the possible course of future legislation, the 
most noteworthy are the Acts which embody the 
treaties of Union with Scotland ^ and Ireland.® The 
legislators who passed these Acts assuredly intended 
to give to certain portions of them more than the 
ordinary effect of statutes. Yet the history of legisla- 
tion in respect of these very Acts affords the strongest 
proof of the futility inherent in every attempt of one 
sovereign legislature to restrain the action of another 
equally sovereign body. Thus the Act of Union with 
Scotland enacts in effect that every professor of a 
Scotch University shall acknowledge and profess and 
subscribe the Confession of Faith as his profession of 
faith, and in substance enacts that this provision shall 
be a fundamental and essential condition of the treaty 
of union in all time coming.® But this very provision 
has been in its main part repealed by the Universities 
(Scotland) Act, 1853, which relieves most professors 
in the Scotch universities from the necessity of sub- 
scribing the Confession of Faith. Nor is this by any 
means the only inroad made upon the terms of the 

“ That no statute made during the minority of a King should 
“ bind him or his successors, except it were con&med by the Elmg 
“ under his great seal at his full age. But the first Act that passed in 
“ King Edward the Sixth’s time was an Act of repeal of that former 
“ Act ; at which time nevertheless the King was minor. But things 
“that do not bind may satisfy for the time.”— Tfte Foria of Francis 
Bacon, ed. by Spedding, Ellis and Heath, voL vi (1858 ed.), pp. 159, 160. 

^ Act of Union with Scotland, 1706. 

® Act of Union with Ireland, 1800. 

® See Act of Union with Scotland, 1706, art. 26. 
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Act 10 Anne, c. 21,^ restoring the exercise of lay 

patronage, was a direct infringement upon the Treaty 
of Union. The intended unchangeableness, and the 
real hahihty of these Acts or treaties to be changed 
by Parhament, comes out even more strikingly in the 
history of the Act of Union with Ireland. The fifth 
Article of that Act runs as follows : — “ That it be the 
“ fifth article of Union, that the Churches of England 
“ and Ireland as now by law established, be united into 
“ one Protestant Episcopal Church, to be called the 
“ United Church of England and Ireland ; and that 
“ the doctrine, worship, disciphne, and government of 
“ the said United Church shall be and shall remain 
“ in full force for ever, as the same are now by law 
“ established for the Church of England ; and that 
“ the continuance and preservation of the said United 
“ Church, as the established Church of England and 
“ Ireland, shall be deemed and be taken to be an 
“ essential and fundamental part of the Union.” 

That the statesmen who drew and passed this 
Article meant to bind the action of future Parliaments 
is apparent from its language. That the attempt has 
failed of success is apparent to every one who knows 
the contents of the Irish Church Act, 1869. 

Act limit- One Act, indeed, of the British Parliament might, 
pSi^ment loo^ed at in the light of history, claim a peculiar 
sanctity. It is certainly an enactment of which the 
terms, we may safely predict, will never be repealed 
and the spirit will never be violated. This Act is the 
Taxation of Colonies Act, 1778. Section one provides 
that Parhament “ will not impose any duty, tax, or 
“ assessment whatever, payable in any of his Majesty’s 
^ Cf. Innes, Lavi of Creeds in Scotland (1867), pp. 118-121. 
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“ colonies, provinces, and plantations in North America Chapta 
“ or the West Indies ; except only such duties as it 
may he expedient to impose for the regulation of 
“ commerce ; the net produce of such duties to be 
“ always paid and appKed to and for the use of the 
“ colony, province, or plantation, in which the same 
“ shall be respectively levied, in such marmer as other 
“ duties collected by the authority of the respective 
“ general courts, or general assemblies, of such 
“ colonies, provinces, or plantations, are ordinarily 
“ paid and appHed.” 

This language becomes the more impressive when 
contrasted with the American Oolonies Act, 1776, 
which, being passed in that year to repeal the Acts 
imposiug the Stamp Duties, carefully avoids any 
surrender of Parliament’s right to tax the colonies. 

There is no need to dwell on the course of events of 
which these two Acts are a statutory record. The 
point calling for attention is that though policy and 
prudence condemn the repeal of the Taxation of 
Colonies Act, 1778, or the enactment of any law 
inconsistent with its spirit, there is under our con- 
stitution no legal difficulty in the way of repeal- 
ing or overriding this Act. If Parliament were to- 
morrow to impose a tax, say on New Zealand or on 
the Canadian Dominion, the statute imposing it would 
be a legally valid enactment.^ As stated in short by 
a very judicious writer — “ It equally is certain that a 
“Parliament cannot so bind its successors by the 
“ terms of any statute, as to limit the discretion of a 
“future Parliament, and thereby disable the Legis- 
“ lature from entire freedom of action at any future 

^ Cf. Statute of Westminster, 1931, s. 4, and Intro, pp. xlv ei ante. 
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“ time when it might be needful to invoke the 
“interposition of Parliament to legislate for the 
“ public welfare.” ^ 

Parliamentary sovereignly is therefore an un- 
doubted legal fact. 

It is complete both on its positive and on its 

^ Todd, Parliamentary Government in the British Colonies (1st ed., 
1880), p. 192 ; cf. Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 
1938), pp. 142 et seq. It is a matter of curious, though not uninstructive, 
speculation to consider why it is that Parliament, though on several 
occasions passing Acts which were intended to be immutable, has 
never in reality succeeded in restricting its own legislative authority. 

This question may be considered either logically or historically. 

The logical reason why Parliament has failed in its endeavours to 
enact unchangeable enactments is that a sovereign power cannot, while 
retaining its sovereign character, restrict its own powers by any 
particular enactment An Act, whatever its terms, passed by Parlia- 
ment might be repealed in a subsequent, or indeed in the same, session, 
and there would be nothing to make the authority of the repealing 
Parliament less than the authority of the Parliament by which the 
statute, intended to be immutable, was enacted. ‘^Limited Sovereignty,” 
in short, is in the case of a Parliamentary as of every other sovereign, 
a contradiction in terms. Its frequent and convenient use arises from 
its in reality signifying, and being by any one who uses words with 
any accuracy understood to signify, that some person, e.g. a king, 
who was at one time a real sovereign or despot, and who is in name 
treated as an actual sovereign, has become only a part of the power 
which is legally supreme or sovereign in a particular state. This, it 
may be added, is the true position of the king in most constitutional 
monarchies. 

Let the reader, however, note that the impossibility of placing a 
limit on the exercise of sovereignty does not in any way prohibit 
either logically, or in matter of fact, the abdication of sovereignty. 
This is worth observation, because a strange dogma is sometimes put 
forward that a sovereign power, such as the Parliament of the United 
Kingdom, can never by its own act divest itself of sovereignty. This 
position is, however, clearly untenable. An autocrat, such as the 
Russian Czar, can undoubtedly abdicate; but sovereignty or the 
possession of supreme power in a state, whether it be in the hands of 
a Czar or of a Parliament, is always one and the same quality. If 
the Czar can abdicate, so can a Parliament To argue or imply that 
because sovereignty is not limitable (which is true) it cannot be 
surrendered (which is palpably untrue) involves the confusion of two 
distinct ideas. It is like arguing that because no man can, while he 
lives, give up, do what he will, his freedom of volition, so no man 
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negative side. Parliament can legally legislate on ciuiptwf 
any topic whatever which, in the judgment of Parlia- ^ 

can commit suicide. A sovereign power can divest itself of authority 
in two ways, and (it is submitted) in two ways only. It may simply 
put an end to its own existence. Parliament could extinguish itself 
by legally dissolving itself and leaving no means whereby a sub- 
sequent Parliament could be legally summoned. (See Bryce, 

American Commomoealth (1910 ed.), p. 243, note 1 ). A step nearly 
approachiug to this was taken by the Barebones Parliament when, 
in 1653, it resigned its power into the hands of Cromwell. A 
sovereign again may transfer sovereign authority to another person or 
body of persons. The Parliament of England went very near doing 
this when, in 1539, the Crown was empowered to legislate by pro- 
clamation ; and though the fact is often overlooked, the Parliaments 
both of England and of Scotland did, at the time of the Union, each 
transfer sovereign power to a new sovereign body, namely, the Parlia- 
ment of Great Britain. This Parliament, however, just because it 
acquired the full authority of the two legislatures by which it was 
constituted, became in its turn a legally supreme or sovereign legis- 
lature, authorised therefore, though contrary perhaps to the intention 
of its creators, to modify or abrogate the Act of Union by which it 
was constituted If indeed the Act of Union had left alive the Par- 
liaments of England and of Scotland, though for one purpose only, 
namely, to modify when necessary the Act of Union, and had con- 
ferred upon the Parliament of Great Britain authority to pass any law 
whatever which did not infringe upon or repeal the Act of Union, then 
the Act of Union would have been a fundamental law unchangeable 
legally by the British Parliament : but in this case the Parliament of 
Great Britain would have been, not a sovereign, but a subordinate, 
legislature, and the ultimate sovereign body, in the technical sense of 
that term, would have been the two Parliaments of England and of 
Scotland respectively. The statesmen of these two countries saw fit 
to constitute a new sovereign Parliament, and every attempt to tie 
the hands of such a body necessarily breaks down, on the logical and 
practical impossibility of combining absolute legislative authority with 
restrictions on that authority which, if valid, would make it cease to 
be absolute. 

The historical reason why Parliament has never succeeded in 
passing immutable laws, or in other words, has always retained its 
character of a supreme legislature, lies deep in the history of the English 
people and in the peculiar development of the English constitution. 

England has, at any rate since the Norman Conquest, been always 
governed by an absolute legislator. This lawgiver was originally the 
Crown, and the peculiarity of the process by which the English con- 
stitution has been developed lies in the fact that the legislative authority 
of the Crown has never been curtailed, but has been transferred from 
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ment, is a fit subject for legislation. There is no 
power which, under the English constitution, can 
come into rivalry with the legislative sovereignty of 
Parliament. 

No one of the limitations alleged to be imposed by 
law on the absolute authority of Parliament has any 
real existence, or receives any countenance, either 
from the statute-book or from the practice of the 
courts. 

This doctrine of the legislative supremacy of Par- 
liament is the very keystone of the law of the consti- 
tution. But it is, we must admit, a dogma which 
does not always find ready acceptance, and it is well 
worth while to note and examine the difficulties 
which impede the admission of its truth. 

C. Difficulties as to the doctrine of Parliamentary 
Sovereignty , — The reasons why many persons find 


the Crown acting alone (or rather in Council) to the Crown acting 
first together with, and then in subordination to, the Houses of Par- 
liament. Hence Parliament, or in technical terms the King in 
Parliament, has become — it would perhaps be better to say has always 
remained — a supreme legislature. It is well worth notice that on the 
one occasion when English reformers broke from the regular course of 
English historical development, they framed a written constitution, 
anticipating in many respects the constitutionalism of the United 
States, and placed the constitution beyond the control of the ordinary 
legislature. It is quite clear that, under the Instrument of Govern- 
ment of 1653, Cromwell intended certain fundamentals to be beyond 
the reach of Parliament. It may be worth observing that the con- 
stitution of 1653 placed the Executive beyond the control of the 
legislature. The protector under it occupied a position which may 
well be compared either with that of the American President or of 
the German Emperor. See Harrison, Oliver Cromwell (1888), pp. 194- 
203. For a view of sovereignty which, though differing to a certain 
extent from the view put forward in this work, is full of interest and 
instruction, see Sidgwick, Elements of Politics (1897), ch. xxi (Sove- 
reignty and Order). 
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it liaxd to accept the doctrine of Parliamentary' 
sovereignty are twofold. 

The dogma sounds like a mere application to the 
British constitution of Austin’s theory of sovereignty, 
and yet intelligent students of Austin must have 
noticed that Austin’s own conclusion as to the 
persons invested with sovereign power under the 
British constitution does not agree with the view 
put forward, on the authority of English lawyers, in 
these lectures. For while lawyers maintain that 
sovereignty resides in “ Parliament,” i.e. in the body 
constituted by the King, the House of Lords, and 
the House of Commons, Austin holds ^ that the 
sovereign power is vested in the King, the House of 
Lords, and the Commons or the electors. 

Every one, again, knows as a matter of common 
sense that, whatever lawyers may say, the sovereign 
power of Parliament is not unlimited, and that King, 
Lords, and Commons united do not possess anything 
like that “restricted omnipotence” — if the term 
may be excused — which is the utmost authority 
ascribable to any human institution. There are 
many enactments, and these laws not in themselves 
obviously unwise or tyrannical, which Parliament 
never’ would and (to speak plainly) never could pass. 
If the doctrine of Parliamentary sovereignty involves 
the attribution of unrestricted power to Parliament, 
the dogma is no better than a legal fiction, and cer- 
tainly is not worth the stress here laid upon it.® 

^ See Austin, Jurisprudence (4th ed., 1879), voL i, pp. 251-265. 
Compare Austin’s language as to the sovereign body under the con- 
stitution of the United States (ibid,, p. 268). 

2 Cf. Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 
139-144. 
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Both, these dificTilties are real and reasonable 
difficulties. They are, it will be found, to a certain 
extent connected together, and well repay careful 
consideration. 

As to Austin’s theory of sovereignty in relation 
to the British constitution. — Sovereignty, like many 
of Austin’s conceptions, is a generalisation drawn in 
the TOftiu from English law, just as the ideas of the 
economists of Austin’s generation are (to a great 
extent) generalisations suggested by the circum- 
stances of English commerce. In England we are 
accustomed to the existence of a supreme legislative 
body, i.e. a body which can make or unmake every 
law ; and which, therefore, cannot be bound by any 
law. This is, from a legal point of view, the true 
conception of a sovereign, and the ease with which 
the theory of absolute sovereignty has been accepted 
by English jurists is due to the peculiar history of 
English constitutional law. So far, therefore, from 
its being true that the sovereignty of Parliament is 
a deduction from abstract theories of jurisprudence, 
a critic would come nearer the truth who asserted 
that Austin’s theory of sovereignty is suggested 
by the position of the English Parliament, just as 
Austin’s analysis of the term “ law ” is at bottom an 
analysis of a typical law, namely, an English criminal 
statute. 

It should, however, be carefully noted that the 
term “ sovereignty,” as long as it is accurately em- 
ployed in the sense in which Austin sometimes ^ uses 
it, is a merely legal conception, and means simply the 
power of law-making unrestricted by any legal limit. 

^ Cf. Austin, 02 ?. ctl, vol. i, p. 268. 
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If the term ‘‘ sovereignty ” be thus used, the sove- Chapter 
reign power under the English constitution is clearly 
“ Parliament.” But the word “ sovereignty ” is some- 
times employed in a political rather than in a strictly 
legal sense. That body is “politically” sovereign 
or supreme in a state the will of which is ultimately 
obeyed by the citizens of the state. In this sense of 
the word the electors of Great Britain may be said 
to be, together with the Crown and the Lords, or 
perhaps, in strict accuracy, independently of the King 
and the Peers, the body in which sovereign power is 
vested. For, as things now stand, the will of the 
electorate, and certainly of the electorate in com- 
bination with the Lords and the Crown, is sure 
ultimately to prevail on all subjects to be determined 
by the British government. The matter indeed may 
be carried a Httle further, and we may assert that 
the arrangements of the constitution are now such 
as to ensure that the wiU of the electors shah, by 
regular and constitutional means always in the end 
assert itself as the predominant influence in the 
country. But this is a political, not a legal fact. 

The electors can in the long run ^ always enforce their 
will. But the courts wiU take no notice of the will 

^ The working of a constitution is greatly affected by the rate at 
which the will of the political sovereign can make itself felt. In this 
matter we may compare the constitutions of the United States, of 
the Swiss Confederacy, and of the United Kingdom respectively. 

In each case the people of the country, or to speak more accurately 
the electorate, are politically sovereign. The action of tbe people of 
the United States in changing the Federal Constitution is impeded by 
many difficulties, and is practically slow ; the Federal Constitution 
has, except after the civil war, not been materially changed during the 
century which has elapsed since its foimation. The Articles of the 
Swiss Confederation admit of more easy change than the Articles of the 
United States Constitution, and since 1848 have undergone consider- 
able modification. But though in one point of view the constitution. 
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Parti, of the electors. The judges know nothing about any 
will of the people except in so far as that will is 
expressed by an Act of Parliament, and would never 
suffer the validity of a statute to be questioned on 
the ground of its having been passed or being kept 
alive in opposition to the wishes of the electors. 
The political sense of the word “ sovereignty ” is, it 
is true, fuUy as important as the legal sense or 
more so. But the two significations, though inti- 
mately connected together, are essentially different, 
and in some part of his work Austin has apparently 
confused the one sense with the other. 

“ Adopting the language,” he writes, “ of most of 
“ the writers who have treated of the British constitu- 
“ tion, I commonly suppose that the present parlia- 
“ment, or theparliament for the time being, is possessed 
“ of the sovereignty : or I commonly suppose that the 
“ King and the Lords, with the members of the Com- 
“ mons’ house, form a tripartite body which is sove- 
“ reign or supreme. But, speaking accurately, the 
“ members of the Commons’ house are merely trustees 

which was revised in 1874, may be considered a new constitution, it 
does not differ fundamentally from that of 1848. As things now 
stand, the people of England can change any part of the law of the 
constitution with extreme rapidity. "Theoretically there is no check 
on the action of Parliament whatever, and it may be conjectured that 
in practice any change however fundamental would be at once carried 
through, which was approved of by one House of Commons, and, after 
a dissolution of Parliament, was supported by the newly elected House. 
But it is to be noted that by means of the initiative, constitutionndle the 
Swiss electorate can change the constitution itself. If a change pro- 
posed by 50,000 electors receives the approval of a majority of the 
electors and a majority of the Cantons, it becomes part of the constitu- 
tion. Thus the Swiss Constitution can be changed by the people without 
waiting, as in the United Kingdom, for a change of Government, e,g, a 
right to poor relief could by means of the initiative constitutionndle be 
added to the constitution without a change of Government, 
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“for the body by which they are elected and Chapter 
“ appointed : and, consequently, the sovereignty 
“ always resides in the King and the Peers, with the 
“electoral body of the Commons. That a trust is 
“ imposed by the party delegating, and that the party 
“ representing engages to discharge the trust, seems 
“ to be imported by the correlative expressions ddega- 

tion and representation. It were absurd to suppose 
“that the delegating empowers the representative 
“ party to defeat or abandon any of the purposes for 
“which the latter is appointed: to suppose, for 
“ example, that the Commons empower their repre- 
“ sentatives in parliament to relinquish their share in 
“ the sovereignty to the King and the Lords.” ^ 

Austin owns that the doctrine here laid down by 
him is inconsistent with the language used by writers 
who have treated of the British constitution. It is 
further absolutely inconsistent with the validity of the 
Septennial Act. Nothing is more certain than that 
no English judge ever conceded, or, under the present 
constitution, can concede, that Parliament is in any 
legal sense a “ trustee ” * for the electors. Of such a 
feigned “trust ’’the courts know nothing. The plain 
truth is that as a matter of law Parliament is the 
sovereign power in the state, and that the “ supposi- 
tion ” treated by Austin as inacourate is the correct 
statement of a legal fact which forms the basis of our 
whole legislative and judicial system. It is, however, 
equally true that in a political sense the electors are 

^ Austin, Jurisprudence (4th ed., 1879), vol. i, p. 253. 

2 This Austin concedes, but the adcnission is fatal to the con- 
tention that Parliament is not in strictness a sovereign, (See ibid,, 
pp. 252, 253.) 
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tte most important part of, we may even say are 
actually, the sovereign power, since their “will is under 
the present constitution sure to obtain ultimate 
obedience. The language therefore of Austin is as 
correct in regard to “ political ” sovereignty as it is 
erroneous in regard to what we may term “ legal ” 
sovereignty. The electors are a part of and the pre- 
dominant part of the politically sovereign power. 
But the legally sovereign power is assuredly, as 
maintained by all the best writers on the constitution, 
nothing but Parliament. 

It may be conjectured that the error of which 
(from a lawyer’s point of view) Austin has been 
guilty arises from his feeling, as every person must 
feel who is not the slave to mere words, that Parlia- 
ment is (as already pointed out^) nothing like an 
omnipotent body, but that its powers are practically 
limited in more ways than one. And this limitation 
Austin expresses, not very happily, by saying that 
the members of the House of Commons are subject 
to a trust imposed upon them by the electors. This, 
however, leads us to our second difiBlculty, namely, the 
coexistence of parliamentary sovereignty with the 
fact of actual limitations on the power of Parliament. 

As to the actual limitations on the sovereign 
power of Parliament." — The actual exercise of authority 
by any sovereign whatever, and notably by Parlia- 
ment, is bounded or controlled by two limitations. 
Of these the one is an external, the other is an internal 
limitation. 

The external limit to the real power of a sovereign 
consists in the possibility or certainty that his subjects, 

^ See p. 71, anfe. 
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or a large mxraber of tbem, will disobey or resist bis Cihapter 
laws. 

This limitation exists even under tbe most despotic 
monarchies. A Eoman Emperor, or a French King 
during the middle of the eighteenth century, was (as 
is the Kussian Czar at the present day) in strictness a 
“ sovereign ” in the legal sense of that term. He had 
absolute legislative authority. Any law made by him 
was binding, and there was no power in the empire or 
kingdom which could annul such law. It may also be 
true,-: — though here we are passing from the legal to 
the political sense of sovereignty, — ^that the wdU of an 
absolute monarch is in general obeyed by the bulk of 
his subjects. But it would be an error to suppose 
that the most absolute ruler who ever existed could 
in reality make or change every law at his pleasure. 

That this must be so results from considerations which 
were long ago pointed out by Hume. Force, he 
teaches, is in one sense always on the side of the 
governed, and government therefore in a sense always 
depends upon opinion. “Kothing,” he writes, “ appears 
“ more surprising to those, who consider human affairs 
“ with a philosophical eye, than the easiness with which 
“ the many are governed by the few ; and the implicit 
“ submission, with which men resign their own senti- 
“ ments and passions to those of their rulers. When 
“ we inquire by what means this wonder is effected, we 
“ shall ^d, that, as force is always on the side of the 
“governed, the governors have nothing to support 
“ them but opinion. It is, therefore, on opinion only 
“ that government is founded ; and this maxim extends 
“ to the most despotic and most military governments, 

“ as well as to the most free and most popular. The 
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“ Soldan of Egypt, or the Emperor of Eome, might 
“ drive his harmless subjects, like brute beasts, against 
their sentiments and inclination : But he must, at 
“ least, have led his rnamalnhes or pratorian bands, 

“ like men, by their opinion.” ^ 

The authority, that is to say, even of a despot, 
depends upon the readiness of his subjects or of some 
portion of his subjects to obey his behests ; and this 
readiness to obey must always be in reality limited. 
This is shown by the most notorious facts of history. 
None of the early Caesars could at their pleasure have 
subverted the worship or fundamental institutions 
of the Roman world, and when Constantine carried 
through a religious revolution his success was due to 
the sympathy of a large part of his subjects. The 
Sultan could not abolish Mahommedanism. Louis the 
Fourteenth at the height of his power could revoke 
the Edict of Nantes, but he would have found it impos- 
sible to establish the supremacy of Protestantism, and 
for the same reason which prevented J ames the Second 
from estabhshiag the supremacy of Roman Catholi- 
cism. The one king was in the strict sense despotic ; 
the other was as powerful as any English monarch. 
But the might of each was limited by the certainty of 
popular disobedience or opposition. The unwilling- 
ness of subjects to obey may have reference not only 
to great changes, but even to small matters. The 
French National Assembly of 1871 was emphatically 
the sovereign power in France. The majority of its 
members were (it is said) prepared for a monarchical 
restoration, but they were not prepared to restore the 
white flag : the army which would have acquiesced in 

^ Hume, Essays, Moral, Political and Literary (1875 ed.), vol. i, 
pp. 109, no. 
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the return of the Bourbons, would not (it was antici- chapter 
pated) tolerate the sight of an anti-revolutionary 
symbol : “ the chassepots would go off of themselves.” 

Here we see the precise limit to the exercise of legal 
sovereignty; and what is true of the power of a 
despot or of the authority of a constituent assembly is 
specially true of the sovereignty of Parliament ; it is 
limited on every side by the possibility of popular 
resistance. Parliament might legally establish an 
Episcopal Church in Scotland ; Parliament might 
legally tax the Colonies ; Parliament might without 
any breach of law change the succession to the throne 
or abolish the monarchy ; but every one knows that 
in the present state of the world the British Parlia- 
ment will do none of these things. In each case 
widespread resistance would result from legislation 
which, though legally valid, is in fact beyond the 
stretch of Parliamentary power. Nay, more than this, 
there are things which Parliament has done in other 
times, and done successfully, which a modern Parlia- 
ment would not venture to repeat. Parliament would 
not at the present day prolong by law the duration of 
an existing House of Commons. Parliament would 
not without great hesitation deprive of their votes 
large classes of Parliamentary electors ; and, speaking 
generally. Parliament would not embark on a course 
of reactionary legislation ; persons who honestly blame 
Cathohc Emancipation and lament the disestablish- 
ment of the Irish Church do not dream that Parlia- 
ment could repeal the statutes of 1829 or of 1869. 

These examples from among a score are enough to 
show the extent to which the theoretically boundless 
sovereignty of Parliament is curtailed by the external 
limit to its exercise. 
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The internal limit to the exercise of sovereignty 
arises firom the nature of the sovereign power itself. 
Even a despot exercises his powers in accordance 
with his character, which is itself moulded by the 
circumstances under which he lives, including under 
that head the moral feelings of the time and the 
society to which he belongs. The Sultan could not 
if he would change the religion of the Mahommedan 
world, but if he could do so it is in the very highest 
degree improbable that the head of Mahommedanism 
should wish to overthrow the rehgion of Mahomet ; 
the internal check on the exercise of the Sultan’s 
power is at least as strong as the external limitation. 
People sometimes ask the idle question why the 
Pope does not introduce this or that reform ? The 
true answer is that a revolutionist is not the kind 
of man who becomes a Pope, and that the Tna.ri who 
becomes a Pope has no wish to be a revolutionist. 
Louis the Fourteenth could not in all probability have 
estabUshed Protestantism as the national religion of 
France ; but to imagine Louis the Fourteenth as 
wishing to carry out a Protestant reformation is 
nothing short of imagining him to have been a being 
quite unhke the Grand Sfonarqtie. Here again the 
internal check works together with the external check, 
and the influence of the internal limitation is as great 
in the case of a Parliamentary sovereign as of any 
other ; perhaps it is greater. Parliament could not 
prudently tax the Colonies; but it is hardly con- 
ceivable that a modem Parliament, with the iiistory 
of the eighteenth century before its eyes, should wish 
to tax the Colonies. The combined influence both of 
the external and of the internal limitation on legislative 
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sovereignty is admirably stated in Leslie Stephen’s Chapter 
Science of Ethics, whose chapter on “ Law and Custom ” 
contains one of tbe best statements to be met with 
of the limits placed by the nature of things on the 
theoretical omnipotence of sovereign legislatures. 

“ Lawyers .are apt to speak as though the legisla- 
“ ture were omnipotent, as they do not require to go 
“beyond its decisions. It is, of course, omnipotent 
“ iu tbe sense that it can make whatever laws it pleases, 
“inasmuch as a law means any rule which has been 
“made by the legislature. But from the scientific 
“ point of view, the power of the legislature is of course 
“ strictly Mmited. It is limited, so to speak, both from 
“ within and from without ; from within, because the 
“ legislature is the product of a certain social condition, 

“ and determined by whatever determines the society ; 

“and from without, because the power of imposing 
“ laws is dependent upon the instinct of subordination, 

“ which is itself limited. If a legislature decided that 
“ all blue-eyed babies should be murdered, the preserva- 
“ tion of blue-eyed babies would be illegal ; but legis- 
“ lators must go mad before they could pass such a 
“ law, and subjects be idiotic before they could submit 
“to it.”" 

Though sovereign power is bounded by an external limits 
and an internal limit, neither boundary is very de- StooSa 
finitely marked, nor need the two precisely coincide. 

A sovereign may wish to do many things which be 
either caimot do at all or can do only at great risk of 
serious resistance, and it is on many accoimts worth 

^ Stephen, Science of Ethics (1882), p. 143 ; of. Jennings, op. eit., 
p. 139. “ Parliament passes many laws which many people do not 
want. But it never passes any laws which any substantial section of 
the population violently dislikes.” — ^E d, 
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limitation begins to operate, that is, the point at which 
subjects will offer serious or insuperable resistance to 
the commands of a ruler whom they generally obey, 
is never fixed with precision. It would be rash of 
the Imperial Parliament to abolish the Scotch law 
courts,, and assimilate the law of Scotland to that of 
England. But no one can feel sure at what point 
Scotch resistance to such a change would become 
serious. Before the War of Secession the sovereign 
power of the United States could not have abolished 
slavery without provoking a civil war ; after the War 
of Secession the sovereign power abolished slavery 
and conferred the electoral franchise upon the Blacks 
without exciting actual resistance. 

Representa- In reference to the relation between the external 
gOTerament ^^nd the internal limit to sovereignty, representative 
cotacWence go’^^’emment presents a noteworthy peculiarity. It is 
between this. Theaimandeffectof suchgovemmentistoproduce 

external , , , 

andintemai a coincidence, or at any rate diminish the divergence, 
between the external and the internal limitations on the 
exercise of sovereign power. Frederick the Great may 
have wished to introduce, and may in fact have intro- 
duced, changes or reforms opposed to the wishes of his 
subjects. Louis Napoleon certainly iSegan a policy of 
free trade which would not be tolerated by an assembly 
which truly represented French opinion. In these 
instances neither monarch reached the external limit 
to his sovereign power, but it might very well have 
happened that he might have reached it, and have 
thereby provoked serious resistance on the part of his 
subjects. There might, in short, have arisen a diver- 
gence between the internal and the external check. 
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The existence of such a divergence, or (in other words) Chapter 
of a difference between the permanent wishes of the 
sovereign, or rather of the King who then constituted 
a predominant part of the sovereign power, and the 
permanent wishes of the nation, is traceable in England 
throughout the whole period beginning with the acces- 
sion of James the First and ending with the Kevolu- 
tion of 1688 . The remedy for this divergence was 
found in a transference of power from the Crown 
to the Houses of Parliament ; and in placing on the 
throne rulers who from their position were induced to 
make their wishes coincide with the will of the nation 
expressed through the House of Commons ; the differ- 
ence between the will of the sovereign and the will of 
the nation was terminated by the foundation of a 
system of real representative government. Where a 
Parliament truly represents the people, the divergence 
between the external and the internal limit to the 
exercise of sovereign power can hardly arise, or if it 
arises, must soon disappear. Speaking roughly, the 
permanent wishes of the representative portion of 
Parliament can hardly in the long run differ from the 
wishes of the English people, or at any rate of the 
electors ; that which the majority of the House of 
Commons command, the majority of the English 
people usually desire. To prevent the divergence 
between the wishes of the sovereign and the wishes 
of subjects is in short the effect, and the only certain 
effect, of bon^ fide representative government. For 
our present purpose there is no need to determine 
whether this result be good or bad. An enlightened 
sovereign has more than once carried out reforms in 
advance of the wishes of his subjects. This is true 
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Parti, both of sovereign kings and, though more rarely, of 
sovereign Parliaments. But the sovereign who has 
done this, whether King or Parliament, does not in 
reality represent his subjects.^ All that it is here 
necessary to insist upon is that the essential property 
of representative government is to produce coincidence 
between the wishes of the sovereign and the wishes 
of the subjects ; to make, in short, the two limitations 
on the exercise of sovereignty absolutely coincident. 
This, which is true in its measure of all real repre- 
sentative government, applies with special truth to 
the English House of Commons. 

“ The House of Commons,” writes Burke, “ was sup- 
“ posed originally to be no part of the standing govern- 
“ ment of this country. It was considered as a control, 
“ issuing immediately from the people, and speedily to 
“ be resolved into the mass from whence it arose. In 
“ this respect it was in the higher part of government 
“ what juries are in the lower. The capacity of a magis- 
“ trate being transitory, and that of a citizen permanent, 
“ the latter capacity it was hoped would of course pre- 
“ ponderate in all discussions, not only between the 
“people and the standing authority of the Crown, but 
“ between the people and the fleeting authority of the 
“ House of Commons itself Itwas hoped that, being of a 
“ middle nature between subject and government, they 
“ would feel with a more tender and a nearer interest 
“ everything that concerned the people, than the other 
“ remoter and more permanent parts of legislature. 

“ Whatever alterations time and the necessary ac- 
“ commodation of business may have introduced, this 
“ character can never be sustained, unless the House of 
^ Cf. Dicey, Law and Opinion in England (2nd ed., 1914), pp. 4, 6. 
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“ Commons shall be made to bear some stamp of the Chapter 
“ actual disposition of the people at large. It would 
“ (amongpublic misfortunes) be an evilmore natural and 
“ tolerable, that the House of Commons should be in- 
“ fected with every epidemical phrensy of the people, 

‘ ‘ as this would indicate some consanguinity, some sym- 
‘ ‘ pathy of nature with their constituents, than that they 
‘ ‘ should in all cases be wholly untouched by the opinions 
“ and feelings of the people out of doors. By this 
“ want of sympathy they would cease to be a House 
“ of Commons.” " 

^ jTAe Worlcs of Edmund, Burlce (1808 ed.), vol. ii, pp. 287, 288. 




CHAPTER II 


PARLIAMENT AND NON -SOVEREIGN LAW-MAKING BODIES 

In my last chapter I dwelt upon the nature of Par- chapter 
liamentary sovereignty ; my object in this chapter 
is to illustrate the characteristics of such sovereignty Aim of 
by comparing the essential features of a sovereign 
Parliament like that of England with the traits 
which mark non-sovereign law-making bodies. 

A. Characteristics of Sovereign Parliament . — parUa- 
The characteristics of Parliamentary sovereignty may 
be deduced from the term itself. But these traits 
are apt to escape the attention of Englishmen, who 
have been so accustomed to live under the rule of 
a supreme legislature, that they almost, without 
knowing it, assume that all legislative bodies are 
supreme, and hardly therefore keep clear before their 
minds the properties of a supreme as contrasted with 
a non-sovereign law-iDaking body. In this matter 
foreign observers are, as is natural, clearer-sighted 
than Englishmen. De Lolme, Gneist, and de Tocque- 
ville seize at once upon the sovereignty of Parliament 
as a salient feature of the English constitution, and 
recognise the far-reaching effects of this marked 
peculiarity in our institutions. 

87 
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Part 1 . “ In England,” writes de Tocqueville, “ the Parha- 

“ment has an acknowledged right to modify the 
“ constitution ; as, therefore, the constitution may 
“ undergo perpetual changes, it does not in reality 
“exist; the Parliament is at once a legislative and 
“ a constituent assembly.” ^ 

His expressions are wanting in accuracy, and 
might provoke some criticism, but the description of 
the English Parliament as at once “a legislative 
and a constituent assembly” suppHes a convenient 
formula for summing up the fact that Parliament can 
change any law whatever. Being a “legislative” 
assembly it can make ordinary laws, being a “ con- 
stituent ” assembly it can make laws which shift the 
basis of the constitution. The results which ensue 
from this fact may be brought under three heads. 

No law First, There is no law which Parhament cannot 
cannot ° change, or (to put the same thing somewhat differ- 
ently), fundamental or so-called constitutional laws 
are under our constitution changed by the same 
body and in the same manner as other laws, namely, 
by Parliament acting in its ordinary legislative 
character. 

A BUI for reforming the House of Commons, a 
BUI for abolishing the House of Lords, a Bill to give 
London a municipality, a Bill to make vaUd marriages 
celebrated by a pretended clergyman, who is found 
after their celebration not to be in orders, are each 
equally within the competence of Parliament, they 
each may be passed in substantially the same manner, 
they none of them when passed wiU be, legally 

^ de Tocqueville, (Euvrea computes (14th ed., 1864), vol. i (Demo- 
cratie en Amerique), pp. 166, 167. 
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speaking, a whit more sacred or immutable than the Chaptei 
others, for they each will he neither more nor less ^ 
than an Act of Parliament, which can be repealed as 
it has been passed by Parliament, and cannot be 
annulled by any other power. 

Secondly, There is under the English constitution No dis- 
no marked or clear distinction between laws which lween“^- 
are not fundamental or constitutional and laws which 
are fundamental or constitutional The very language ““r 
therefore, expressing the difference between a “legis- 
lative ” assembly which can change ordinary laws and 
a “ constituent ” assembly which can change not only 
ordinary but also constitutional and fundamental laws, 
has to be borrowed from the political phraseology of 
foreign countries. 

This absence of any distinction between constitu- Eeiation 
tional and ordinary laws has a close connection with 
the non-existence in England of any written or enacted ^ve^ity 
constitutional statute or charter, de Tocqueville an nn- 

• T T • • T 1 • T written 

mdeed, in common with other writers, apparently consutu- 
holds the unwritten character of the British constitu- 
tion to be of its essence : “ L’Angleterre n’ayant point 
de constitution ecrite, qui pent dire qu’on change sa 
constitution ? ” ^ But here de Tocqueville falls into 
an error, characteristic both of his nation and of the 
weaker side of his own rare genius. He has treated 
the form of the constitution as the cause of its 
substantial qualities, and has inverted the relation of 
cause and effect. The constitution, he seems to have 
thought, was changeable because it was not reduced 
to a written or statutory form. It is far nearer 
the truth to assert that the constitution has never 

^ de Tocqueville, qp. cit^ p. 312.^ 
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Part I. been reduced to a written or statutory form because 
each and every part of it is changeable at the will of 
Parliament. When a country is governed under a 
constitution which is intended either to be unchange- 
able or at any rate to be changeable only with special 
difficulty, the constitution, which is nothing else than 
the laws which are intended to have a character of 
permanence or immutability, is necessarily expressed 
in writing, or, to- use English phraseology, is enacted 
as a statute. Where, on the other hand, every law 
can be legally changed with equal ease or with equal 
difficulty, there arises no absolute need for reducing 
the constitution to a written form, or even for loo king 
upon a definite set of laws as specially making up the 
constitution. One main reason then why constitu- 
tional laws have not in England been recognised 
under that name, and in many cases have not been 
reduced to the form of a statutory enactment, is that 
one law, whatever its importance, can be passed and 
changed by exactly the same method as every other 
law. But it is a mistake to think that the whole law 
of the English constitution might not be reduced to 
writing and be enacted in the form of a constitutional 
code. The Belgian constitution indeed comes very 
near to a written reproduction of the English constitu- 
tion, and the constitution of England might easily be 
turned into an Act of Parliament without suffering 
any material transformation of character, provided 
only that the English Parliament retained — ^what the 
Belgian Parliament, by the way, does not possess — 
the unrestricted power of repealing or amending the 
constitutional code. 

Thirdly, There does not exist in any part of the 
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Britisli Empire any person or body of persons, execu- Chapter 
tive, legislative or judicial, whicb can pronounce void 
any enactment passed by the British Parliament on 
the ground of such enactment being opposed to the 
constitution, or on any ground whatever, except, of Hament 
course, its being repealed by Parliament. 

These then are the three traits of Parliamentary 
sovereignty as it exists in England : first, the power 
of the legislature to alter any law, fundamental or 
otherwise, as freely and in the same manner as other 
laws ; secondly, the absence of any legal distinction 
between constitutional and other laws ; thirdly, the 
non-existence of any judicial or other authority having 
the right to nullity an Act of Parliament, or to treat 
it as void or unconstitutional. 

These traits are all exemplifications of the quality rienbmty 
which my friend Mr. Bryce has happily denominated stitution. 
the " flexibility ” ^ of the British constitution. Every 
part of it can be expanded, curtailed, amended, or 
abolished, with equal ease. It is the most flexible 
polity in existence, and is therefore utterly different 
in character from the “ rigid ” constitutions (to use 
another expression of Mr. Bryce’s) the whole or some 
part of which can be changed only by some extra- 
ordinary method of legislation. 

B. Characteristics of non-sovereign law-maTdng character. 
bodies . — ^From the attributes of a sovereign legislature non- 
it is possible to infer negatively what are the charac- 
teristics all (or some) of which are the marks of a 
non-sovereign law-making body, and which therefore 

^ See Bryce, Studies in History and Jurisjprudence (1901), vol. i. 

Essay iii, Flexible and Rigid Constitutions. 
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making 
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may be called the marks or notes of legislative sub- 
ordination. 

These signs by which you may recognise the 
subordination of a law-making body are, first, the 
existence of laws affecting its constitution which 
such body must obey and cannot change ; hence, 
secondly, the formation of a marked distinction be- 
tween ordinary laws and fundamental laws ; and 
lastly, the existence of some person or persons, judicial 
or otherwise, having authority to pronounce upon the 
validity or constitutionality of laws passed by such 
law-making body. 

Wherever any of these marks of subordination 
exist with regard to a given law-making body, they 
prove that it is not a sovereign legislature. 

Observe the use of the words “ law-making body.” 

This term is here employed as an expression which 
may include under one head ^ both municipal bodies, 

^ This inclusion has been made the subject of criticism, and see also 
Intro, pp. liii et seq, ante. 

The author said: “The objections taken to it are apparently 
threefold. ' 

“ First, There is, it is said, a certain absurdity in bringing into one 
class things so diifferent in importance and in dignity as, for example, 
the Belgian Parliament and an English School-board. This objection 
rests on a misconception. It would be ridiculous to overlook the pro- 
found differences between a powerful legislature and a petty corpora- 
tion. But there is nothing ridiculous in calling attention to the points 
which they have in common. The sole matter for consideration is 
whether the alleged similarity be real. Ko doubt when features of 
likeness between things which, differ from one another both in appear- 
ance and in dignity are pointed out, the immediate result is to produce 
a sense of amusement, but the apparent absurdity is no proof that the 
likeness is unreal or undeserving of notice. A man differs from a rat. 
But this does not make it the less true or the less worth noting that 
they are both vertebrate animals. 

“ Secondly, The powers of an English corporation, it is urged, can in 
generally only be exercised reasonably, and any exercise of them is 
invalid which is not reasonable, and t^ is not true of the laws made, 
e.g., by the Parliament of a British colony. 
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such as railway companies, school-boards, tx)wn coun- 
cils, and the like, which possess a limited power of 
making laws, but are not ordinarily called legislatures, 
and bodies such as the Parliaments of the British 
Colonies, of Belgium, or of France, which are ordi- 
narily called “legislatures,” but are not in reality 
sovereign bodies. 

The reason for grouping together under one name 

“ This objection admits of more than one reply. It is not univer- 
sally true that the by-laws made by a corporation are invalid unless they 
are reasonable. But let it be assumed for the sake of argument that this 
restriction is always, as it certainly is often, imposed on the of 

by-laws. This concession does not involve the consequence that by- 
laws do not partake of the nature of laws. All that follows from it is a 
conclusion which nobody questions, namely, that the powers of a non- 
sovereign law-making body may be restricted in very different degrees. 

“ Thirdly, The by-laws of a corporation are, it is urged, not laws, 
because they affect only certain persons, e.g, in the case of a railway 
company the passengers on the railway, and do not, like the laws of a 
colonial legislature, affect all persons coming under the jurisdiction of 
the legislature ; or to put the same objection in another shape, the by- 
laws of a railway company apply, it is urged, only to persons using 
the railway, in’ addition to the general law of the land by which such 
persons are also bound, whereas the laws, e,g., of the New Zealand 
Parliament constitute the general law of the colony. 

“ The objection is plausible, but does not really show that the simi- 
larity insisted upon between the position of a corporation and, c.gr., a 
colonial legislature is unreal. In either case the laws made, whether 
by the corporation or by the legislature, apply only to a limited class 
of persons, and are liable to be overridden by the laws of a superior 
legislature. Even in the case of a colony so nearly independent as New 
Zealand, the inhabitants are bound first by the statutes of the Imperial 
Parliament, and in addition thereto by the Acts of the New Zealand 
Parliament. The very rules which are by-laws when made by a cor- 
poration would admittedly be laws if made directly by Parliament. 
Their character cannot be changed by the fact that they are made by 
the permission of Parliament through a subordinate legislative body. 
The Council of a borough, which for the present purpose is a better 
example of my meaning than a railway company, passes in accordance 
with the powers conferred upon it by Parliament a by-law prohibiting 
processions with music on Sunday. The same prohibition if contained 
in an Act of Parliament would be admittedly a law. It is none the 
less a law because made by a body whici is permitted by Parliament 
to legislate.” 


Chapter 

n. 
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sucli very different kinds of “ law-making ” bodies is, 
that by far the best way of clearing up our ideas as 
to the nature of assemblies which, to use the foreign 
formula,^ are “ legislative ” without being “ consti- 
tuent,” and which therefore are not sovereign legis- 
latures, is to analyse the characteristics of societies, 
such as English railway companies, which possess a 
certain legislative authority, though the authority is 
clearly delegated and subject to the obvious control 
of a superior legislature. 

It wiU conduce to clearness of thought if we divide 
non-sovereign law-making bodies into the two great 
classes of obviously subordinate bodies such as cor- 
porations, the Council of India, etc., and such legis- 
latures of independent countries as are legislative 
without being constituent, i.e. are non-sovereign 
legislative bodies. 

The consideration of the position of the non- 
sovereign legislatures which exist under the com- 
plicated form of constitution known as a federal 
government is best reserved for a separate chapter.® 

I. Subordinate Law-mahing Bodies.^ 

(i.) Corporations . — An English railway company 
is as good an example as can be found of a subordinate 
law-making body. Shch a company is in the strictest 
sense a law-making society, for it can under the 
powers of its Act make laws (called by-laws) for the 
regulation {inter alia) of travelling upon the railway,* 

^ See p. 88, ante. 2 ggg fost. 

® CL Jennings and Young, The Constitutional Laws of the British 
Empire (1938), pp. 29-32. 

* See especially the Railways Clauses Consolidation Act, 1845. This 
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and can impose a penalty for tlie breach of such laws, 
which can be enforced by proceedings in the courts. 
The rules therefore or by-laws made by a company 
within the powers of its Act are “ laws ” in the strictest 
sense of the term, as any person will discover to his 
own cost who, when he travels by rail from Oxford to 
Paddington, deliberately violates a by-law duly made 
by the Great Western Railway Company. 

But though an English railway company is clearly 
a law-making body, it is clearly a non-sovereign 
law-making body. Its legislative power bears all 
the marks of subordination. 

First, The company is bound to obey laws and 
(amongst others) the Act of Parliament creating the 
company, which it cannot change. This is obvious, 
and need not be insisted upon. 

. Secondly, There is the most marked distinction 
between the Act constituting the company, not a line 
of which can be changed by the company, and the 
by-laws which, within the powers of its Act, the 
company can both make and change. Here we have 
on a very small scale the exact difference between 
constitutional laws which cannot, and ordinary laws 
which can, be changed by a subordinate legislature, 
i.e. by the company. The company, if we may 
apply to it the terms of constitutional law, is not 
a constituent, but is within certain limits a legislative 
assembly ; and these limits are fixed by the constitu- 
tion of the company. 

Thirdly, The courts have the right to pronounce, 
and indeed are bound to pronounce, on the validity 

Act is incorporated in the special Act constituting the company. Its 
provisions therefore form part of the constitution of a railway company. 


Chapter 

II. 
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Part I. of the company’s by-laws ; that is, upon the validity, 
or to use political terms, on the constitutionality of 
the laws made by the company as a law-making body. 
Note particularly that it is not the function of any 
court or judge to declare void or directly annul a 
by-law roade by a railway company. The function 
of the court is simply, upon any particular case 
coming before it which depends upon a by-law made 
by a railway company, to decide for the purposes of 
that particular case whether the by-law is or is not 
within the powers conferred by Act of Parliament 
upon the company ; that is to say, whether the by- 
law is or is not valid, and to give judgment in the 
particular case according to the court’s view of the 
validity of the by-law. It is worth while to examine 
with some care the mode in which English judges deal 
with the uiquiry whether a particular by-law is or is 
not within the powers given to the company by Act of 
Parliament, for to xmderstand this point goes a good 
way towards understanding the exact way in which 
English or American courts determine the constitu- 
tionality of Acts passed by a non-sovereign legislature. 

The London and North-Western Eailway Company 
made a by-law by which “ any person travelling with- 
“ out the special permission of some duly autWised 
“ servant of the company in a carriage or by a train of 
“ a superior class to that for which his ticket was issued 
“ is hereby subject to a penalty not exceeding forty 
“ shillings, and shall, in addition, be liable to pay his 
“ fare according to the class of carriage in which he is 
‘ travelling from the station where the train originally 
“ started, unless he shows that he had no intention to 
“ defraud.” X, with the intention of defrauding the 
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company, travelled in a first-class carriage instead of Chapter 
a second-class carriage for wliich. lus ticket was issued, 
and liaving been charged under the by-law was con- 
victed in the penalty of ten shillings, and costs. On 
appeal by X, the court determined that the by-law 
which attempted to shift the burden of proof on to the 
accused was illegal and void as being repugnant to 
8 Viet. c. 20, s. 103, which made proof of fraudulent 
intent the gist of the offence, or in effect to the terms 
of the Act incorporating the company,^ and that 
therefore X could not be convicted of the offence 
charged against him. 

A by-law of the South-Eastern Eailway Company 
required that a passenger should deliver up his ticket 
to a servant of the company when required to do so, 
and that any person travelling without a ticket or 
failing or refusing to deliver up his ticket should be 
required to pay the fare from the station whence the 
train originally started to the end of his journey. X 
had a railway ticket enabling him to travel on 
the South-Eastern Railway. Having to change 
trains and pass out of the company’s station he 
was asked to show his ticket, and refused to do so, 
but without any fraudulent intention. He was 
sununoned for a breach of the by-law, and convicted 
in the amount of the fare from the station whence the 
train started. The Queen’s Bench Division held the 
conviction wrong on the groxmd that the by-law was 
for several reasons invalid, as not being authorised 
by the Act under which it purported to be made.® 

^ Dyson v. L, NJW. Ry. Co. (1881) 7 Q.B.I). 32. 

^ Saunders v. 8.E, By. Go* (1880) 5 Q.B.D. 456. Cf. Bentham v. 

Hoyle (1878) 3 Q.B.D. 289 and The London and Brighton By* Co* r. 

Watsem (1878) 3 C.P.D. 429 ; on appeal (1879) 4 C.P.D. 118. 
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Now in these instances, and in other cases where 
the courts pronounce upon the validity of a by-law 
made by a body {e.g. a railway company or a school- 
board) having powers to make by-laws enforceable 
by penalties, it is natural to say that the courts 
pronoimce the by-laws valid or invalid. But this is 
not strictly the case. What the judges determine is 
not that a particular by-law is invalid, for it is not 
the function of the courts to repeal or annul the 
by-laws naade by railway companies, but that in a 
proceeding to recover a penalty from X for the breach 
of a by-law judgment must be given on the basis of 
the particular by-law being beyond the powers of 
the company, and therefore invalid. It may indeed 
be thought that the distinction between annulling a 
by-law and determining a case upon the assumption 
of such by-law being void is a distinction without a 
difference. But this is not so. The distinction is 
not without importance even when dealing with the 
question whether X, who is alleged to have broken a 
by-law made by a railway company, is liable to pay 
a fine ; it is of first rate importance when the question 
before the courts is one involving considerations of 
constitutional law, as for example when the Privy 
Council is called upon, as constantly happens, to 
determine cases which involve the validity or con- 
stitutionality of laws made by the Dominion Parlia- 
ment or by one of the provincial Parliaments of 
Canada. The significance, however, of the distinction 
will become more apparent as we proceed with our 
subject ; the matter of consequence now is to notice 
the nature of the distinction, and to realise that when 
a court in deciding a given case considers whether 
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a by-law is, or is not, valid, tbe court does a chapter 
difierent thing from affirming or annulling the by- 
law itself. 

(ii.) Legislative Council of British India } — Laws couucUof 
are made for British India by a Legislative Council India, 
having very wide powers of legislation. This Council, 
or, as it is technically expressed, the “Governor-General 
in Council,” can pass laws as important as any Acts 
passed by the British Parliament. But the authority 
of the Council in the way of law-making is as com- 
pletely subordinate to, and as much dependent upon. 

Acts of Parliament as is the power of the London and 
North-Western Eailway Company to make by-laws. 

The legislative powers of the Governor-General 
and his Council arise from definite Parliamentary 
enactments.® These Acts constitute what may be 
termed as regards the Legislative Council the con- 
stitution of India. Now observe, that under these 
Acts the Indian Council is in the strictest sense a non- 
sovereign legislative body, and this independently of 
the fact that the laws or regulations made by the 
Governor-General in Council can be annulled or dis- 
allowed by the Crown ; and note that the position of 
the Council exhibits all the marks or notes of legis- 
lative subordination. 

^ See Ilbert, Oovernment of India (3rd ed., 1915), pp. 224*24:0, Digest 
of Statutory Enactments, secs. 60-69. 

It is perhaps superfluous to state that the paragraphs which follow 
are based upon Indian constitutional law which has since been repealed. 

The present government of the provinces of British India is regulated 
by the Government of India Act, 1935, which introduced cabinet 
government. Pending federation with the Native States that part of 
the Act which relates to the Central Government remains inoperative. 

The Central Grovernment, therefore, is subject to the Government of 
India Acts, 1915, and 1919 . — ^Ed. 

2 Government of India Act, 1833, ss. 45-48, 51, 52 ; Indian Councils 
Act. 1861, ss. 16-25 ; Government of India Act, 1865. 

I 
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'First, Tte Council is bound by a large number of 
rules which cannot be changed by the Indian legis- 
lative body itself, and which can be changed by the 
superior power of the Imperial Parliament. 

Sexiondly, The Acts themselves from which the 
Council derives its authority cannot be changed by 
the Council, and hence in regard to the Indian 
legislative body form a set of constitutional or fun- 
damental laws, which, since they cannot be changed 
by the Council, stand in marked contrast with the 
laws or regulations which the Council is empowered 
to make. These fundamental rules contain, it must 
be added, a number of specific restrictions on the 
subjects with regard to which the Council may legis- 
late. Thus the Governor-General in Council has no 
power of making laws which may affect the authority 
of Parliament, or any part of the unwritten laws or 
constitution of the United Kingdom, whereon may 
depend in any degree the allegiance of any person to 
the Crown of the United Klingdom, or the sovereignty 
or dominion of the Crown over any part of India.^ 

Thirdly, The courts in India (or in any other 
part of the British Empire) may, when the occasion 
arises, pronounce upon the validity or constitutionality 
of laws made by the Indian Council. 

The courts treat Acts passed by the Indian Council 
precisely in the same way in which the King’s Bench 
Division treats the by-laws of a railway company. 
No judge in India or elsewhere ever issues a decree 
which declares invalid, annuls, or makes void a law 
or regulation made by the Governor-General in 
Council. But when any particular case comes before 

^ Indian Councils Act, 1861, s. 22. 
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the courts, whether civil or criminal, in which the 
rights or liabilities of any party are afiected by the 
legislation of the Indian Council, the court may have 
to consider and determine with a view to the particular 
case whether such legislation was or was not within 
the legal powers of the Council, which is of course the 
same thing as adjudicating as regards the particular 
case in hand upon the validity or constitutionality 
of the legislation in question. Thus suppose that 
^ is prosecuted for the breach of a law or regula- 
tion passed by the Council, and suppose the fact to 
be established past a doubt that X has broken this 
law. The court before which the proceedings take 
place, which must obviously in the ordinary course 
of things be an Indian court, may be called upon to 
consider whether the regulation which X has broken 
is within the powers given to the Indian Council by 
the Acts of Parliament making up the Indian con- 
stitution. If the law is within such powers, or, in 
other words, is constitutional, the court wiU by giving 
judgment against X give full effect to the law, just 
as effect is given to the by-law of a railway company 
by the tribunal before whom an offender is sued 
pronouncing judgment against him for the penalty. 
If, on the other hand, the Indian Court deem that 
the regulation is wZim vires or unconstitutional, they 
win refuse to give effect to it, and treat it as void by 
giving judgment for the defendant on the basis of the 
regulation being invalid or having no legal existence. 
On this point the Empress v. Burak and Booh Singh ^ 
is most instructive. The details of the case are 
immaterial ; the noticeable thing is that the High 

^ (1877) 3 Ind. L.R. (Calcutta Series) 63. 


Chapter 
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court held a particular legislative enactment of the 
Governor-General in Council to be in excess of the 
authority given to him by the Imperial Parliament 
and therefore invalid, and on this ground entertained 
an appeal from two prisoners which, if the enactment 
had been valid, the court would admittedly have 
been incompetent to entertain. The Privy Council, 
it is true, held on appeal ^ that the particular enact- 
ment was within the legal powers of the Council and 
therefore valid, but the duty of the High Court of 
Calcutta to consider whether the legislation of the 
Governor-General was or was not constitutional, was 
not questioned by the Privy Council. To look at 
the same thing from another point of view, the 
courts in India treat the legislation of the Governor- 
General in Council in a way utterly different from 
that in which any English court can treat the Acts 
of the Imperial Parliament. An Indian tribunal 
may be called upon to say that an Act passed by 
the Governor-General need not be obeyed because it 
is unconstitutional or void. 'No British court can 
give judgment, or ever does give judgment, that an 
Act of Parliament need not be obeyed because it 
is unconstitutional. Here, in short, we have the 
essential difference between subordinate and sovereign 
legislative power. ^ 

(iii.) English Colonies with Representative and 
Responsible Governments . — Many English colonies, 
and notably the Dominion of New Zealand (to which 
country our attention had best for the sake of 

^ The, Queen v. Burah (1878) 3 App. Cas. 889. 

2 See especially The Empress v. Burah and Book Singh (1877) 3 Ind. 
L.R. (Calcutta Series) 63, at pp. 86-89, per Markby, J, 
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clearness be specially directed), possess representative Chapter 
assenablies which occupy a somewhat peculiar position. L. 

The Parliament of the Dominion of New Zealand Powers 
exercises throughout that country many of the by coiomai 
ordinary powers of a sovereign assembly, such as the 
Parliament of the United Kingdom.^ It makes and 
repeals laws, it puts Ministries in power and dismisses 
them from office, it controls the general policy of the 
New Zealand Government, and generally makes its 
wiU. felt in the transaction of affairs after the manner 
of the Parliament at Westminster. An ordinary 
observer would, if he looked merely at the everyday 
proceedings of the New Zealand legislature, jfind no 


^ New Zealand is now a Dominion ; it has not, however, as yet 
adopted ss. 2-6 of the Statute of Westminster, which inttr alia repeal the 
Colonial Laws Validity Act, 1865, in its application to the Dominions, 
and give power to a Dominion to enact legislation with extra-territorial 
effect. Its legislative autonomy, therefore, still rests upon the con- 
vention of non-interference which has long been regarded as binding 
by the Government and Parliament of the United Kingdom. 

The author stated at this point that “ no colonial legislature has as 
such any authority beyond the territorial limits of the colony.” This 
has never been formally decided by the Judicial Committee, though 
there is persuasive authority in the case of Madeod v. AttorTiey-Gerieral 
of New Srnth Wales [1891] A.C. 455 ; J, & Y., 80 ; see generally 
J. & Y., 34, 35. In various cases it has been held that the scope 
of a colonial enactment could operate beyond the limits of the Colony 
or Dominion so far as it purported to enact provisions anciHaiy to the 
maintenance of peace, order and good government. Por example in 
Croft V. Dunphy [1933] A.C. 156 ; J, and Y. 87 ; the validity of a 
Canadian statute which authorised the seizure of vessels outside the 
territorial waters of Canada was held valid. Such seizure was .neces- 
sarily anciHaiy to the enforcement of the customs laws of the Dominion. 
The author correctly pointed out that in various instances Imperial 
Acts have expressly given extended powers of legislation to colonial 
legislatures to enable the enactment of laws on a specified topic to 
operate beyond the Hmits of the colony, e.g. the Merchant Shipping 
Act, 1894, ss. 478, 735, 736. As to the last two sections, see now 
section 5 of the Statute of Westminster in the case of those Dominions 
which have adopted the section. — ^E d. 
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reason to pronounce it a wMt less powerful within its 
sphere than the Parliament of the United Kingdom. 
No doubt the assent of the Governor is needed in 
order to turn colonial Bills into laws : and further 
investigation would show our inquirer that for the 
validity of any colonial Act there is required, in 
addition to the assent of the Governor, the sanction, 
either express or implied, of the Crown. But these 
assents are constantly given almost as a matter of 
course, and may be compared (though not with 
absolute correctness) to the Crown’s so-called “ veto ” 
or right of refusing assent to BUls which have passed 
through the Houses of Parliament. 

Yet for all this, when the matter is further looked 
into, the Dominion Parliament (together with other 
colonial legislatures) will be found to be a non- 
sovereign legislative body, and bears decisive marks 
of legislative subordination. The action of the 
Dominion Parliament is restrained by laws which 
it cannot change, and are changeable only by the 
Imperial Parliament ; and further. New Zealand Acts, 
even when assented to by the Crown, are liable to be 
treated by the courts in New Zealand and elsewhere 
throughout the British dominions as void or uncon- 
stitutional, on the ground of their coming into con- 
flict with laws of the Imperial Parliament, which the 
colonial legislature has no authority to touch.^ 

^ As also upon the ground of their being in strictness uUra vires, 
i.e. beyond the powers conferred upon the Dominion legislature. This 
is the ground why a colonial Act is in general void, in so far as it is 
intended to operate beyond the territory of the colony. “ In 1879, the 
Supreme Court of New Zealand held that the Foreign Offenders 
Apprehension Act, 1863, of that colony, which authorises the deporta- 
tion of persons charged with indictable misdemeanours in other 
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That this is so becomes apparent the moment Chapter 
we realise the exact relation between colonial and 
Imperial laws. The matter is worth some little 
examination, both for its own sake and for the 
sake of the light it throws on the sovereignty of 
Parliament. 

The charter of colonial legislative independence is 
the Colonial Laws Validity Act, 1865.^ 

This statute seems (oddly enough) to have passed colonial 
through Parliament without discussion ; but it per- ^dity 
manently defines and extends the authority of colonial 
legislatures, and its main provisions are of such im- 
portance as to deserve verbal citation : — 

“ Sec. 2. Any colonial law which is or shall be in 
“ any respect repugnant to the provisions of any Act 
“of Parliament extending to the colony to which 
“ such law may relate, or repugnant to any order or 
“regulation made under authority of such Act of 
“ Parliament, or having in the colony the force and 
“effect of such Act, shall be read subject to such 
“ Act, order, or regulation, and shall, to the extent of 
“ such repugnancy, but not otherwise, be and remain 
“ absolutely void and inoperative. 

“3. No colonial law shall be or be deemed to 
“have been void or inoperative on the ground of 

colonies, was beyond the competence of the New Zealand legislature, 
for it involved detention on the high seas, which the legislature could 
not authorise, as it could legislate only for peace, order, and good 
government within the limits of the colony.” Jenkyns, British EuU 
and Jurisdiction h&yond the Seas (1902), p. 70, citing In re Gleich (1879) 

OUivier, Bell and Fitzgerald’s N.Z. Keports, S.C. 39 ; cf. Keith, 
Responsible Government in the Dominions (2nd ed., 1928), vol. i, p. 329. 

This case is in conflict with Attorney-General for Canada v. Cain [1906] 

A.C. 542. 

^ See on this enactment, Jenkyns, op. cit., pp. 71, 72 ; and Jennings 
and Young, Constitutional Laws of the British Empire (1938), pp. 31-35. 
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“ shall he repugnant to the provisions of some such 
“Act of Parliament, order, or regulation as afore* 
“ said. 

“ 4. No colonial law, passed with the concurrence 
“ of or assented tb by the Governor of any colony, or 
“ to be hereafter so passed or assented to, shall be or 
“be deemed to have been void or inoperative, by 
“reason only of any instructions with reference to 
“such law or the subject thereof which may have 
“been given to such Governor by or on behalf of 
“Her Majesty, by any instrument other than the 
“ letters - patent or instrument authorising such 
“ Governor to concur in passing or to assent to 
“ laws for the peace, order, and good government 
“of such colony, even though such instructions 
“may be referred to in such letters-patent or last- 
“ mentioned instrument. 

“ 5. Every colonial legislature shall have, and be 
deemed at all times to have had, full power within 
“ its jurisdiction to establish courts of judicature, and 
“ to abolish and reconstitute the same, and to alter the 
constitution thereof, and to make provision for the 
administration of justice therein j and every repre* 
“ sentative legislature ^ shall, in respect to the colony 
“ under its jurisdiction, have, and be deemed at all 
“times to have had, full power to make laws re- 
“specting the constitution, powers, and procedure 
“of such legislature; provided that such laws shall 
“ have been passed in such manner and form ® as may 

^ J.e. a colonial legislature of which at least one half of the 
of one house are elected by the inhabitants of the colony. 

® See Attorney-General for New South Wales v. Trethowan [19321 
A.C. 526 ; J. & Y., 59 ; and Intro, p. Iv, ante. 
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“ from time to time be required by any Act of Chapter 
“ Parliament, letters-patent, order in council, or 
“colonial law for the time being in force in the 
“ said colony.” 

The importance, it is true, of the Colonial Laws 
Validity Act, 1865, may well be either exaggerated 
or quite possibly underrated. The statute is in one 
sense less important than it at first sight appears, 
because the principles laid down therein were, before 
its passing, more or less assumed, though with some 
hesitation, to be good law and to govern the validity 
of colonial legislation. From another point of view 
the Act is of the highest importance, because it 
determines, and gives legislative authority to, prin- 
ciples which had never before been accurately defined, 
and were liable to be treated as open to doubt. ^ In 
any case the terms of the enactment make it now 
possible to state with precision the limits which bound 
the legislative authority of a colonial Parliament. 

The Dominion Parliament may make laws opposed 
to the English common law, and such laws (on re- 
ceiving the required assents) are perfectly valid. 

Thus a New Zealand Act which changed the 
common law rules as to the descent of property, which 
gave the Governor authority to forbid public meet- 
ings, or which abolished trial by jury, might be 
inexpedient or unjust, but would be a perfectly valid 
law, and would be recognised as such by every 

^ Up to 1865 the prevalent opinion in England seems to have 
been that any law seriously opposed to the principles, of English law 
was repugnant to the law of England, and colonial laws were from 
time to time disallowed solely on the ground of such supposed 
repugnancy and invalidity. See Report of Conference on Operation of 
Dominion Legislation, 1929 (Cmd. 3479, 1930), pp. 17, 18 ; Keith, The 
Sovereignty of the British Dominions (1929), pp. 45, 46. 



Part 1. 


io8 THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


tribunal tbrougbout tbe British Empire.^ 

The Dominion Parliament, on tbe other hand, 
cannot make any laws inconsistent with any Act of 
Parliament, or with any part of an Act of Parlia- 
ment, intended by the Imperial Parliament to apply 
to New Zealand. 

Suppose, for example, that the Imperial Parliament 
were to pass an Act providing a special mode of trial 
in New Zealand for particular classes of offences 
committed there, no enactment of the colonial Parlia- 
ment, which provided that such offences should be 
tried otherwise than as directed by the imperial 
statute, would be of any legal effect. So again, no 
New Zealand Act would be valid that legalised the 
slave trade in the face of the provisions of the 
Slave Trade Act, 1824, which prohibit slave trading 
throughout the British dominions; nor would Acts 
passed by the Dominion Parliament be valid which 
repealed, or invalidated, several provisions of the 
Merchant Shipping Act, 1894, meant to apply to 
the colonies, or which deprived a discharge under the 
English Bankruptcy Act of the effect which, in virtue 
of the imperial statute, it has as a release from 
debts contracted in any part whatever of the British 
dominions. No colonial legislature, in short, can 
override imperial legislation which is intended to 
apply to the colonies. Whether the intention be 
expressed in so many words, or be apparent only 
from the general scope and nature of the enactment, 
is immaterial. Once establish that an imperial law 

^ Assuming, of course, that such Acts are not inconsistent with 
any imperial statute applying to the colony. Cf. Bdbinson v. Reynolds 
(1867) Maoaasey’s N.Z. Eeports 662. 
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is intended to apply to a given colony, and tlie con- 
sequence follows that any colonial enactment which 
contravenes that law is invalid and unconstitutional.^ 

Hence the courts in the Dominion of New Zealand, 
as also in the rest of the British Empire, may be 
called upon to adjudicate upon the validity or con- 
stitutionality of any Act of the Dominion Parliament. 
For if a New Zealand law really contradicts the 
provisions of an Act of Parliament extending to New 
Zealand, no court throughout the British dominions 
could legally, it is clear, give effect to the enactment 
of the Dominion Parliament. This is an inevitable 
result of the legislative sovereignty exercised by the 
Imperial Parliament. In the supposed case the 
Dominion Parliament commands the judges to act in 
a particular manner, and the Imperial Parliament 
commands them to act in another manner. Of these 
two commands the order of the Imperial Parliament 
is the one which must be obeyed. This is the very 
meaning of Parliamentary sovereignty. Whenever, 
therefore, it is alleged that any enactment of the 
Dominion Parliament is repugnant to the provisions 
of any Act of the Imperial Parliament extending to 
the colony, the tribunal before which the objection 
is raised must pronounce upon the validity or con- 
stitutionally of the colonial law.® 

The constitution of New Zealand is created by and 

^ See Tarring, Law relating to the Colonies (4tli ed., 1913), pp. 209-221, 
for a list of imperial statutes which relate to the colonies in general, 
and which therefore no colonial legislation can, except under powers 
given by some Act of the Imperial Parliament, contravene. For the 
legislative competence of the Dominions, see Intro, pp. xlv et seq, ci, ante. 

2 See PoweJl v. Apollo Candle Co. (1885) 10 App. Cas. 282 ; Hodge v* 
The Quern (1883) 9 App. Cas. 117 j of. Intro, pp. Iv, Ivi, ante. 
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depends upon tlie New Zealand Constitution Act, 
1852, and the Acts amending the same. One might 
therefore expect that the Parliament of the Dominion 
of New Zealand, which may conveniently be called the 
New Zealand Parliament, would exhibit that “ mark 
of subordination ” which consists in the inability of a 
legislative body to change fundamental or constitu- 
tional laws, or (what is the same thing) in the clearly 
drawn distinction between ordinary laws which the 
legislature can change and laws of the constitution 
which it cannot change, at any rate when acting in its 
ordinary legislative character. But this anticipation 
is hardly borne out by an examination into the Acts 
creating the constitution of New Zealand. A com- 
parison of the Colonial Laws Validity Act, 1865, s. 5, 
with the New Zealand Constitution Act, as sub- 
se<iuently amended, shows that the New Zealand 
Parliament can change the articles of the constitution. 
This power, derived from imperial statutes, is of course 
in no way inconsistent with the legal sovereignty of 
the Imperial Parhament.^ One may fairly therefore 
assert that the New Zealand Parliament, in common 
with many other colonial legislative assemblies, is, 
though a “subordinate,” at once a legislative and 
a constituent assembly. It is a “subordinate” 
assembly^ because its powers are limited by the 

^ The constitutions of some self-governing States of the British 
Commonwealth, e,g, Victoria, certainly show that a Victorian law 
altering the constitution must in some instances be passed in a manner 
different from the mode in which other laws are passed. This is a 
faint recognition of the difference between fundamental and other 
laws. Compare 18 & 19 Viet. c. 65, Sched. I. s. 60 ; but there appears 
to have been considerable laxity in regard to observing these constitu- 
tional provisions. See Jenks, Government of Victoria (1891), pp. 247- 
249, and Intro, pp. liii et seq^ ante. 

2 It is usually the case that a self-governing Dominion, such as New 
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legislation of the Imperial Parliament ; it is a con- Chapter 
stituent assembly since it can change the articles of 
the constitution of New Zealand. The authority of 
the New Zealand Parliament to change the articles i^eason of 
of the constitution of New Zealand is from several 
points of view worth notice. 

We have here a decisive proof that there is no 
necessary connection between the written character 
and the immutability of a constitution. The New 
Zealand constitution is to be found in a written docu- 
ment ; it is a statutory enactment. Yet the articles 
of this constitutional statute can be changed by the 
Parliament which it creates, and changed in the 
same manner as any other law.^ This may seem an 

Zealand, has the power in one form or another to change the Dominion 
constitution. The extent, however, of this power, and the mode in 
which it can be exercised, depends upon the terms of the Act of Parlia- 
ment, or of the charter creating or amending the colonial constitution, 
and differs in different cases. Thus the Parliament of New Zealand can 
change almost all, though not quite all, of the articles of the constitution, 
and can change them in the same manner in which it can change an 
ordinary colonial law. The Parliament of the Canadian Dominion 
cannot change the constitution of the Dominion. The Parliament of 
the Australian Commonwealth, on the other hand, occupies a peculiar 
position. It can by virtue of the terms of the constitution itself alter, 
by way of ordinary legislation, certain of the articles of the constitution 
(see, e.g,f Constitution of Commonwealth, ss. 65, 67), whilst it cannot, by 
way of ordinary legislation, change other articles of the constitution. 

All the articles, however, of the constitution which cannot be changed 
by ordinary Parliamentary legislation can — subject, of course, to the 
sanction of the Crown — ^be altered or abrogated by the Houses of the 
Parliament, and a vote of the people of the Commonwealth, as provided 
by the Constitution of the Commonwealth, s. 128. The point to be 
specially noted is, that the Imperial Parliament, as a rule, enables a 
self-governing Dominion to change its constitution. The exception in 
the case of Canada is more apparent than real ; the Imperial Parliament 
would no doubt give effect to any change clearly desired by the 
inhabitants of the Dominion of Canada. 

^ For powers of constitutional amendment in New Zealand, see 
Wheare, The Statute of Westminster and Dominion Status (1938), pp. 

227-229. 
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obvious matter enough, but writers of eminence so 
often use language which implies or suggests that 
the character of a law is changed by its being 
expressed in the form of a statute as to make it 
worth while noting that a statutory constitution 
need not be in any sense an immutable constitution. 
The readiness again with which the English Parlia- 
ment has conceded constituent powers to colonial 
legislatures shows how little hold is exercised over 
Englishmen by that distinction between fundamental 
and non-fundamental laws which runs through almost 
all the constitutions not only of the Continent but 
also of America. The explanation appears to be that 
in England we have long been accustomed to consider 
Parliament as capable of changing one kind of law 
with as much ease as another. Hence when English 
statesmen gave Parliamentary government to the 
colonies, they almost as a matter of course bestowed 
upon colonial legislatures authority to deal with 
every law, whether constitutional or not, which 
affected the colony, subject of course to the proviso, 
rather implied than expressed, that this power should 
not be used in a way inconsistent with the supremacy 
of the British Parhament. The colonial legislatures, 
in short, are within their own sphere copies of the 
Imperial Parliament. They are within their own 
sphere sovereign bodies ; but their freedom of action 
is controlled by their subordination to the Parliament 
of the United Kingdom. 

The question may naturally be asked how the 
large amount of colonial liberty conceded to countries 
like New Zealand has been legally reconciled with 
Imperial sovereignty 1 


NON-SO VEREIGN LA W-MAKING BODIES 1 13 

The inquiry lies a little outside our subject, but 
is not really foreign to it, and well deserves an 
answer. Nor is the reply hard to find if we keep in 
mind the true nature of the difficulty which needs 
explanation. 

The problem is not to determine what are the 
means by which the English Government keeps the 
colonies in subjection, or maintai n s the political 
sovereignty of the United Kingdom. This is a 
matter of politics with which this book has no 
concern. 

The question to be answered is how (assuming 
the law to be obeyed throughout the whole of the 
British Empire) colonial legislative freedom is made 
compatible with the legislative sovereignty of Parlia- 
ment ? How are the Imperial Parliament and the 
colonial legislatures prevented from encroaching on 
each other’s spheres ? 

No one will think this inquiry needless who 
remarks that in confederations, such as the United 
States, or the Canadian Dominion, the courts are 
constantly occupied in determining the boundaries 
which divide the legislative authority of the Central 
Government from that of the State Legislatures. 

The assertion may sound paradoxical, but is 
nevertheless strictly true, that the acknowledged 
legal supremacy of Parliament is one main cause of 
the wide power of legislation allowed to colonial 
assemblies. 

The constitutions of the colonies depend directly 
or indirectly upon imperial statutes. No lawyer 
questions that Parliament could legally abolish any 
colomal constitution, or that Parliament can at any 
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moment legislate for tte colonies and repeal or over- 
ride any colonial law whatever. Parliament moreover 
does from time to time pass Acts affecting the 
colonies, and the colonial,^ no less than the English, 
courts completely admit the principle that a statute 
of the Imperial Parhament binds any part of the 
British do m inions to which the statute is meant to 
apply. But when once this is admitted, it becomes 
obvious that there is little necessity for defining or 
limiting the sphere of colonial legislation. If an Act 
of the New Zealand Parliament contravenes an 
imperial statute, it is for legal purposes void ; and if 
an Act of the New Zealand Parliament, though not 
infringing upon any statute, is so opposed to the 
interests of the Empire that it ought not to be 
passed, the British Parliament may render the Act 
of no effect by means of an imperial statute. 

This course, however, is rarely, if ever, necessary ; 
for Parliament exerts authority over colonial legisla- 
tion by in effect regulating the use of the Crown’s 
“ veto ” in regard to colonial Acts. This is a matter 
which itself needs a little explanation. 

The Crown’s right to refuse assent to biUs which 
have passed through the Houses of Parliament is 
practically obsolete.* The power of the Crown to 

^ See Todd, Parliamentary Qovemment in the British Colonies 
(2nd ed., 1894), ch. v. 

^ This statement has been questioned — see Heam, Qovemment of 
England (2nd ed., 1887), p. 63 — but is, it is submitted, correct. The 
so-called ‘‘ veto ” has never been employed as regards any public bill 
since the accession of the House of Hanover. When George the Third 
■wished to stop the passing of Fox’s India Bill, he abstained from using 
the Crown’s right to dissent from proposed legislation, but availed 
himself of his influence in the House of Lords to procure the rejection 
of the measure. No stronger proof could be given that the right of 
veto was more than a century ago already obsolete. But the statement 
that a power is practically obsolete does not involve the assertion that 
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negative or veto the bills of colonial legislatures CSiaptet 
stands on a different footing. It is virtually, though 
not in name, the right of the Imperial Parliament 
to limit colonial legislative independence, and is 
frequently exercised. 

This check on colonial legislation is exerted in 
two different manners.^ 

The Governor of a colony, say New Zealand, may how right 
directly refuse his assent to a bill, passed by both eLrou^ 

it could under no conceivable circumstances be revived. On the whole 
subject of the veto, and the diJBferent senses in which the expression is 
used, the reader should consult an excellent article by Professor Orelli 
of Zurich, to be found under the word “Veto” in EricydopcBdia 
Britannica (9th ed., 1888), voL xxiv, p. 206. 

The history of the Royal Veto curiously illustrates the advantage 
which sometimes arises from keeping alive in theory prerogatives which 
may seem to be practically obsolete. The Crown’s legislative “ veto ” 
has certainly long been unused in England, but it has turned out a 
convenient method of regulating the relations between the United 
Kingdom and the Colonies. If the right of the King to refuse his 
assent to a bill which had passed the two Houses of Parliament had 
been abolished by statute, it would have been difficult, if not impossible, 
for the King to veto, or disallow. Acts passed by a legislature of a Crown 
Colony. It would, in other words, have been hard to create a parlia- 
mentary veto of colonial legislation. 

^ The mode in which power to veto colonial legislation is exercised 
may be best imderstood from the following extract from the Rules and 
Regulations for Her Majesty^s Colonial Service (Colonial Office, 1867), 
ch. iii, pp. 13, 14 ; — 

§ 1. Legislative CowncUs and, Assemblies 

48. In every Colony the Governor has authority, either to give or to withhold 
bia assent to Laws passed by the other branches or members* of the liegislature, 

until that assent is given no such Law is valid or binding. 

49. Laws are in some cases passed with Suspending Clauses ; , that is, although 
assented to by the Governor they do not come into operation or take effect in the 
Colony until they shall have been specially confirmed by Her Majesty, and in 
other cases Parliament has for the same purpose empowered the Governor to 
reserve laws for the Crown’s assent, instead of himself assenting or refusing his 
assent to them. 

50. Every Law which has received the Governor’s assent (unless it contains a 
Suspending Clause) comes into operation immediately, or at the time specked in 
the Law* itself. But the Crown retains power to disallow the Law; and if such 
power be exercised ... the Law ceases to have operation from the date at which 
such disallowance is published in the Colony. 

61. In Colonies having Representative Assemblies the disallowance of any Law, 
or the Crown’s assent to a Reserved Bill, is signified by Order in Council. The 
confirmation of an Act passed with a Suspending Clause, is not signified by Order in 
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Houses of tlie New Zealand Parliament. In this case 
the bill is finally lost, just as would be a bill which 
had been rejected by the colonial council, or as wotdd 
be a bill passed by the English Houses of Parliament 
if the Crown were to exert the obsolete prerogative of 
refusing the royal assent. The Governor, again, may, 
without refusing his assent, reserve the bill for the 
consideration of the Crown. In such case the bill 
does not come into force until it has received the 
royal assent, which is in effect the assent of the 
English Ministry, and therefore indirectly of the 
Imperial Parliament. 

The Governor, on the other hand, may, as repre- 
senting the Crown, give his assent to a New Zealand 
bill. The bill thereupon comes into force throughout 
New Zealand. But such a bill, though for a time a 
valid Act, is not finally made law even in New Zealand, 
since the Crown may, after the Governor’s assent has 
been given, disallow the colonial Act. The case is thus 
put by Mr. Todd: “Although a governor as repre- 


Couneil unless this mode of confirmation is required by the terms of the Suspending 
Clause itself, or by some special provision in the Constitution of the Colony. 

52. In Cro\^n Colonies the allowance or disallowance of any Law is cenerallv 
signified by despatch. ® ^ 

63. In some cases a period is limited, after the expiration of which Local 
Enactments, though not actually disaflowed, cease to have the authority of Law in 
the Colony unless before the lapse of that time Her Majesty’s confirmation of 
them shall have been signified there ; but the general rule is otherwise. 

64. In Colonies possessing Representative AssembHes, Laws purport to be made 
by the Queen or by the Governor on Her Majesty’s behalf or sometimes by the 
Governor alone, -omitting any express reference to Her Majesty, with the advice 
and consent of the Council and Assembly. They are almost invariably designated 
as Acts, In Colonies not having such Assemblies, Laws are designated as Ordin- 
ancw, ^d purport to be made by the Governor, with the advice and consent of 
the Legislative Council (or in British Guiana of the Court of Policy). 

The " veto,” it will be perceived, may be exercised by one of two 
essentiaUy different methods : first, by the refusal of the Governor's 
assent ; secondly, by the exercise of the royal power to disallow laws 
even when assented to by the Governor. As further the Governor 
may reserve bills for the royal consideration, and as colonial laws are 
sometimes passed containing a clause which suspends their operation 
until the signification of the royal assent, the check on colonial 
legislation may be exercised in four different forms— 
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“ senting the Crown is empowered to give the royal 
“ assent to bills, this act is not final and conclusive ; 
“ the Crown itself having, in point of fact, a second 
“ veto. All statutes assented to by the governor of 
“ a colony go into force immediately, unless they 
“ contain a clause suspending their operation until the 
“ issue of a proclamation of approval by the queen 
“ in council, or some other specific provision to the 
“ contrary ; but the governor is required to trans- 
“ mit a copy thereof to the secretary of state for the 
“ colonies ; and the queen in council may, within 
“two years after the receipt of the same, disallow 
“ any such Act.^” ^ 

(1) The refusal of the Gkivemor’s assent to a hilL 

(2) Reservation of a bill for the consideration of the Crown, and 

the subsequent lapse of the bill owing to the royal assent 
being refused, or not being given within the statutory time. 

(3) The insertion in a bill of a clause preventing it from coming 

into operation until the signification of the royal assent 
thereto, and the want of such royal assent. 

(4) The disallowance by’ the Crown of a law passed by the Colonial 

Parliament with the assent of the Governor. 

The reader should note, hovrever, the essential difference between 
the three first modes and the fourth mode of checking colonial legislation. 
Under the three first a proposed law passed by the colonial legislature 
never comes into operation in the colony. Under the fourth a colonial 
law which has come into operation in the colony is annulled or dis- 
allowed by the Crown from the date of such disallowance. In the 
case of more than one colony, such disallowance must, under the Con- 
stitution, be signified within two years. See the British North America 
Act, 1867, s. 56. Compare the Australian Constitutions Act, 1842, 
ss. 32, 33 ; the Australian Constitutions Act, 1850, and the Victoria 
Constitution Act, 1855, s. 3. In the case of the Dominions the 
exercise of the powers of reservation and disallowance have long since 
been allowed to lapse. 

Under the Australian Commonwealth Act the King may disallow 
an Act assented to by the Governor-General within one year after the 
Govemor-General’s assent. (Commonwealth of Australia Constitution, 
1900, Act, s. 59). 

^ Todd, Parliamentary Government in the British Colonies {2nd ed., 
1894), p. 171. See Conference on Operation of Dominion Legislation, 
1929 (Cmd. 3479, 1930), pp. 11-17. The Governor-General of Canada 
on the advice of the Dominion Cabinet disallowed certain Acts of the 
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n. 



ii8 


THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


Part 1. The result therefore of this state of things is, that 
colonial legislation is subject to a real veto on the 
part of the imperial government, and no bill which 
the English Ministry think ought for the sake' of im- 
perial interests to be negatived can, though passed by 
the New Zealand or other colonial legislature, come 
finally into force. The home government is certain 
to negative or disallow any colonial law which, either 
in letter or in spirit, is repugnant to Parliamentary 
legislation, and a large number of Acts can be given 
which on one ground or another have been either 
not assented to or disallowed by the Crown. In 
1868 the Crown refused assent to a Canadian Act re- 


ducing the salary of the Governor- General.^ In 1872 
the Crown refused assent to a Canadian Copyright 
Act because certain parts of it conflicted with imperial 
legislation. In 1873 a Canadian Act was disallowed 


as being contrary to the express terms of the British 
North America Act, 1868 ; and on similar grounds 
in 1878 a Canadian Shipping Act was disallowed.® 
So again the Crown has at times in effect passed 
a veto upon Australian Acts for checking Chinese 
immgration.® .^d Acts passed by a colonial 
legislature, allowing divorce on the ground solely of 
the husband’s adultery or (before the passing of the 
Deceased Wife’s Sister’s Marriage Act, 1907) legal- 
ising marriage with a deceased wife’s sister or with a 
deceased husband’s brother, have (though not consist- 
ently with the general tenor of our colonial policy) 

1 Todd, (yp. cti., pp. 177, 178. 

® Ibid., pp. 180, 183. 

Australian Colonies prior to 1900 such legislation 
I’eea checked in the foDowing manner. 

neyer came iiito feme ® 
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been sometimes disallowed by tbe Crown, that is, in 
effect by the home government. 

The general answer therefore to the inquiry, how 
colonial liberty of legislation is made legally recon- 
cilable with imperial sovereignty, is that the complete 
recognition of the supremacy of Parliament obviates 
the necessity for carefully limiting the authority of 
colonial legislatures, and that the home government, 
who in effect represent Parliament, retain by the use 
of the Crown’s veto the power of preventing the 
occurrence of conflicts between colonial and imperial 
laws. To this it must be added that imperial treaties 
legally bind the colonies, and that the ‘‘ treaty -making 
power,” to use an American expression, resides in the 
Crown, and is therefore exercised by the home govern- 
ment in accordance with the wishes of the Houses of 
P arliament, or more strictly of the House of Commons ; 
whilst the authority to make treaties is, except where 
expressly allowed by Act of Parliament, not possessed 
by any colonial government.^ 

It should, however, be observed that the legisla- 
ture of a self-governing colony is free to determine 
whether or not to pass laws necessary for giving effect 
to a treaty entered into between the imperial govern- 
ment and a foreign power ; and further, that there 
might in practice be great difficulty in enforcing 
within the limits of a colony the terms of a treaty, 
e.g. as to the extradition of criminals, to which 
colonial sentiment was opposed. But this does not 
affect the principle of law that a colony is bound by 
treaties made by the imperial government, and does 
not, unless under some special provision of an Act of 

^ See Todd, oj). cit, pp. 268 et seq. 
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Parti. Parliament, possess authority to make treaties witli 
any foreign power. 

Policy of Any one who wishes justly to appreciate the 
nature and the extent of the control exerted by Great 

to*faterfere Britain over colonial legislation should keep two 
points carefully in mind. The tendency, in the first 
place, of the imperial government is as a matter of 
policy to interfere less and less with the action of the 
colonies, whether in the way of law-making ^ or other- 
wise.® Colonial Acts, in the second place, even when 
finally assented to by the Crown, are, as already 
pointed out, invalid if repugnant to an Act of Parlia- 
ment applying to the colony. The imperial policy 
therefore of non-intervention in the local affairs of 

^ Thus the New Zealand Deceased Husband’s Brother Marriage Act, 
1900, legalising marriage with a deceased husband’sbrother, the Immigra- 
tion Restriction Act, 1901, passed by the Commonwealth Parliament, the 
Immigrant Restriction Act, 1907, passed by the Transvaal Legislature, 
all received the sanction of the Crown. The last enactment illustrated 
the immensely wide legislative authority which the home government 
would under some circumstances concede to a colonial Parliament. The 
Secretary of State for India (Mr. John Morley) “ regrets that he cannot 
“agree that the Act in question can be regarded as similar to the 
“ legislation already sanctioned in other self-governing Colonies. . . . 

“ Section 2 (4) of the Transvaal Act introduces a principle to which no 
“ parallel can be found in previous legislation. This clause . . , wiU 
“ debar from entry into the Transvaal British subjects who would be 
“ free to enter into any other Colony by proving themselves capable of 
“ passing the educational tests laid down for immigrants. It will, for 
“ instance, permanently exclude from the Transvaal members of 
“ learned professions and graduates of European Universities of Asiatic 
“ origin who may in future wish to enter the Colony.” See Correspond 
deru^e relating to Legislation affecting Asiatics in the Transvaal (1908, 
Cd. 3887), pp. 52, 53, and cf. pp. 31, 32. 

^ Except in the case of political treaties, such as the Hague Con- 
ventions, the Government of the United Kingdom did not even in 1914 
bind the Dominions by treaties, but secures the insertion in treaties of 
clauses allowing colonies to adhere to a treaty if they desire to do so. 
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British, dependencies combines with the supreme cshapter 
legislative authority of the Imperial Parliament to 
render encroachments by the Parliament of the 
United Kingdom on the sphere of colonial legisla- 
tion, or by colonial Parliaments on the domain of 
imperial legislation, of comparatively rare occur- 
rence.^ 

IL Foreign Non-sovereign Legislature. 

We perceive without difficulty that the Parlia- Non- 
ments of even those colonies, such as the Dominion uguiatoes 
of Canada, or the Australian Commonwealth, which plndent 
are most nearly independent states, are not in reality 
sovereign legislatures. This is easily seen, because 
the sovereign Parliament of the United Kingdom, 
which legislates for the whole British Empire, is 
visible in the background, and because the colonies, 
however large their practical freedom of action, do 
not act as independent powers in relation to foreign 
states ; the Parliament of a dependency cannot itself 
be a sovereign body. It is harder for Englishmen to 
realise that the legislative assembly of an independ- 
ent nation may not be a sovereign assembly. Our 
political habits of thought indeed are so based upon 
the assumption of Parliamentary omnipotence, that 
the position of a Parliament which represents an in- 
dependent nation and yet is not itself a sovereign 
power is apt to appear to us exceptional or anomalous. 

Yet whoever examines the constitutions of civilised 

^ Tte right of appeal to the Privy Council from the decision of the 
courts of the Dominions was, in the author’s opinion, another link 
strengthening the connection between the Dominions and England. 

There were, prior to 1914, a good number of conflicts between 
imperial and local legislation as to matters affecting merchant shipping. 
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France. 


Oonstitu- 
tional 
monarcliy 
of Louis 
Pliilippe. 


countries will find tliat tlie legislative assemblies of 
great nations are, or have been, in many cases legisla- 
tive without being constituent bodies. To determine 
in any given case whether a foreign legislature be a 
sovereign power or not we must examine the constitu- 
tion of the state to which it belongs, and ascertain 
whether the legislature whose position is in question 
bears any of the marks of subordination. Such an 
investigation will in many or in most instances show 
that an apparently sovereign assembly is in reality a 
non-sovereign law-making body. 

France has within the last hundred and thirty 
years made trial of at least twelve constitutions.^ 

These various forms of government have, amidst 
aU their differences, possessed in general one common 
feature. They have most of them been based upon 
the recognition of an essential distinction between 
constitutional or “ fundamental ” laws intended to 
be either immutable or changeable only with great 
difficulty, and “ ordinary ” laws which could be 
changed by the ordinary legislature in the common 
course of legislation. Hence under the constitutions 
which France has from time to time adopted the 
common Parliament or legislative body has not been 
a sovereign legislature. 

The constitutional monarchy of Louis Philippe, in 
outward appearance at least, was modelled on the 
constitutional monarchy of England. In the Charter 
not a word could be found which expressly limits 
the legislative authority possessed by the Crown 
and the two Chambers, and to an ETi g 1iRTiTrifl.n it 

^ Demombyiies, Gonstitviions europdennea (2nd ed., 1883), vqL ii, 

PP- 1-6- 
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would seem certainly arguable that under the Orleans Chaptei 
dynasty the Parliament was possessed of sovereignty. 

This, however, was not the view accepted among French 
lawyers. The “ immutability of the constitution of 
“ France,” writes de Tocqueville, “ is a necessary con- 
“ sequence of the laws of that country. ... As the 
“ King, the Peers, and the Deputies all derive their 
“ authority from the constitution, these three powers 
“ united cannot alter a law by virtue of which alone 
“ they govern. Out of the pale of the constitution 
“ they are nothing ; where, then, could they take their 
“ stand to effect a change in its provisions ? The alter- 
“ native is clear : either their efforts are powerless 
“ against the Charter, which continues to exist in spite 
“ of them, in which case they only reign in the name 
“of the Charter; or they succeed in changing the 
“ Charter, and then the law by which they existed 
“ being annulled, they themselves cease to exist. By 
“destroying the Charter, they destroy themselves. 

“ This is much more evident in the laws of 1830 than 
“in those of 1814. In 1814 the royal prerogative 
“ took its stand above and beyond the constitution ; 

“ but in 1830 it was avowedly created by, and de- 
“ pendent on, the constitution. A part, therefore, of 
“ the French constitution is immutable, because it is 
“ united to the destiny of a family ; and the body of 
“ the constitution is equally immutable, because there 
“ appear to be no legal means of changing it. These, 

“ remarks are not applicable to England. That country 
“ having no written constitution, who can assart when 
“ its constitution is changed ? ” ^ 

1 de Tocqueville, Democrcuyy in America (translation by H. Reeve, 

1875), voL ii, App, pp, 322, 323. CEuvres computes (14t]i ed., 1864), 
vol, i (D^mocratie en Amerique), p. 311. 
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de Tocqueville’s reasoning^ may not carry con- 
viction to an Englishman, but the weakness of his 
argument is of itself strong evidence of the influence 
of the hold on French opinion of the doctrine which 
it is intended to support, namely, that Parliamentary 
sovereignty was not a recognised part of French con- 
stitutionalism. The dogma which is so naturally 
assented to by Englishmen contradicts that idea of 
the essential difference between constitutional and 
other laws which appears to have a firm hold on most 
foreign statesmen and legislators. 

The Republic of 1848 expressly recognised this 
distinction ; no single article of the constitution pro- 
claimed on 4th November 1848 could be changed in 
the same way as an ordinary law. The legislative 
assembly sat for three years. In the last year of its 
existence, and then only, it could by a majority of 
three-fourths, and not otherwise, convoke a constituent 
body with authority to modify the constitution. This 
constituent and sovereign assembly differed in num- 
bers, and otherwise, from the ordinary non-sovereign 
legislature. 

The National Assembly of the French Republic 
exerts at least as much direct authority as the English 
Houses of Parliament. The French Chamber of 
Deputies exercises at least as much influence on the 
appointment of Ministers, and controls the action of 
the government, at least as strictly as does our House 


1 Hfa view was ce^inly paradoxical. (See Dugnit, Manvd de Droit 
FMwfrangats; Droit Constitutionnel (1907), para. 149, pp. 1090-1098 
As a matter of fact one provision of the Charter, namely, art 23 
regulatog the appointment of Peers, was changed by the ordinary pro- 
c^of lepsktzon. SeeLaw of 29th December, 1831, H61ie, Leo CoLL- 
iions de la France (1879), ch. vi. p. 1006 (Loi du 29 Decembre, 1831) 
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of Commons. The President, moreover, does not Chapter 
possess even a theoretical right of veto. For all 
this, however, the French Parliament is not a sove- 
reign assembly, but is bound by the laws of the 
constitution in a way in which no law binds our 
Parliament. The articles of the constitution, or 
“fundamental laws,” stand in a totally different 
position from the ordinary law of the land. Under 
article 8 of the constitution, no one of these funda- 
mental enactments can be legally changed otherwise 
than subject to the following provisions : — 

“ 8. Xea Chamhres auront le droit, par delihera- 
“ tions s^pardes, prises dans chacune h la majoriti 
absolve des voix, soit spontanement, sent sur la 
“ demande du President de la Republique, de decLoser 
“ qyiHl y a lieu de rdviser les lois constitutionnelles. 

“ Aprhs que chacune des deux Chambres aura pris 
“ cette resolution, elles se rSuniront en Assembles 
‘^nationale pour proedder h la revision. — Les de- 
“ liberations portant rdvision des lois constitution- 
“nelles, en tout ou en partie, devront Stre prises 
“ d la majorite absolue des membres composant 
“ VAssemblee nationals.” ^ 

^ Duguit et Monnier, Les Constitutions et les principales lois politiques 
de la France depuis 1789 (1898), Loi du 25 F6v. 1875, art. viii, p. 320. 

A striking example of the difference between English and French 
constitutionalism is to be found in the division of opimon which exists 
between French writers of authority on the answer to the inquiry 
whether the French Chambers, when sitting together, have constitu- 
tionally the right to change the constitution. To an Englishman the 
question seems hardly to admit of discussion, for Art. 8 of the constitu- 
tional laws enacts in so many words that these laws may be revised, 
in the manner therein set forth, by the Chambers when sitting together 
as a l^ational Assembly. Many French constitutionalists therefore lay 
down, as would any English lawyer, that the Assembly is a constituent 
as well as a legislative body, and is endowed with the right to change 
the constitution (Duguit, Manuel de Droit FvUic frangais ; Droit Con- 
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between 
flexible 
and rigid 
constitu- 
tions. 


Supreme legislative power is therefore imder the 
Republic vested not in the ordinary Parhament of 
two Chambers, but in a “national assembly,” or con- 
gress, composed of the Chamber of Deputies and the 
Senate sitting together. 

The various constitutions, in short, of France, 
which are in this respect fair types of continental 
polities,^ exhibit, as compared with the expansiveness 
or “flexibility” of English institutions, that char- 
acteristic which may be conveniently described as 
“ rigidity.” 

And here it is worth while, with a view to under- 
standing the constitution of our own country, to make 
perfectly clear to ourselves the distinction already 
referred to between a “ flexible ” and a “ rigid ” con- 
stitution. 

stiiutwrmd (1907), para, 151, pp. 1100-1107 ; Moreau, Pricis etimerdaire 
de Droit Gonstitutionnel (lOth ed., 1928), pp. 395-413). But some 
eminent authorities maintain that this view is erroneous, and that in 
spite of the words of the constitution the ultimate right of constitu- 
tional amendment must be exercised directly by the French people, and 
that therefore any alteration in the constitutional laws by the Assembly 
lacks, at any rate, moral validity unless it is ratified by the direct vote 
of the electors. (See, on the one side, Duguit, op, cit., para. 151 ; Bard 
et Robiquet, La Constitution frangaise de 1875 (2nd ed., 1878), pp. 374- 
390, and on the other side, Esmein, Elements de Droit constitutionnel 
frangais et compare (7th ed., 1921), vol. ii, ch. vii, pp. 495-511 ; Borgeaud, 
Etdblissement et revision des Constitutions en Amdrique et en Europe 
(1893), part iii, bk. ii, ch. viii, pp. 303-307). 

^ No constitution better merits study in this as in other respects 
than the constitution of Belgium. Though formed after the English 
model, it rejects or omits the principle of Parliamentary sovereignty. 
The ordinary Parliament cannot change anything in the constitution ; 
it is a legislative, not a constituent body ; it can declare that there is 
reason for changing a particular constitutional provision, and having 
done so is ipso facto dissolved {aprhs cette declaration les deux chamhres 
sont dissoutes de plein droit). The new Parliament thereupon 
elected has a right to change the constitutional article which has 
been declared subject to change {Constitution de La Bdgique, arts. 
131, 71). 
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A flexible ’’ constitution is one under wbicii every Chapter 
law of every description can legally be changed with 
the same ease and in the same manner by one and flexible 
the same body. The “ flexibility ” of our constitu- tions. 
tion consists in the right of the Crown and the two 
Houses to modify or repeal any law whatever ; they 
can alter the succession to the Crown or repeal the 
Acts of Union in the same manner in which they 
can pass an Act enabling a company to make a new 
railway from Oxford to London. With us, laws there- 
fore are called constitutional, because they refer to 
subjects supposed to affect the fundamental institu- 
tions of the state, and not because they are legally 
more sacred or difficult to change than other laws. 

And as a matter of fact, the meaning of the word 
“constitutional” is in England so vague that the 
term “ a constitutional law or enactment ” is rarely 
applied to any English statute as giving a definite 
description of its character. 

A “ rigid ” constitution is one under which certain sigid coa- 
laws generally known as constitutional or fundamental 
laws cannot be changed in the same manner as 
ordinary laws. The “rigidity” of the constitution, 
say of Belgium or of France, consists in the absence 
of any right on the part of the Belgian or French 
Parliament, when acting in its ordinary capacity, to 
modify or repeal certain definite laws termed consti- 
tutional or fundamental. Under a rigid constitution 
the term “ constitutional ” as applied to a law has a 
perfectly definite sense. It means that a particular 
enactment belongs to the articles of the constitution, 
and cannot be legally changed with the same ease and 
in the same manner as ordinary laws. The articles of 
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tion secures 
perma- 
nence ^ 


the constitution will no doubt generally, though by no 
means invariably, be found to include all the most 
important and fundamental laws of the state. But it 
certainly cannot be asserted that where a constitution 
is rigid all its articles refer to matters of supreme 
importance. The rule that the French Parliament 
must meet at Versailles was at one time one of the 
constitutional laws of the French Eepublie. Such 
an enactment, however practically important, would 
never in virtue of its own character have been termed 
constitutional; it vras constitutional simply because 
it was included in the articles of the constitution.^ 

The contrast between the flexibility of the English 
and the rigidity of almost every foreign constitution 
suggests two interesting inquiries. 

First, Does the rigidity of a constitution secure 
its permanence and invest the fundamental institu- 
tions of the state with practical immutability ? 

To this inquiry historical experience gives an 
indecisive answer. 

In some instances the fact that certain laws or 
institutions of a state have been marked off as placed 
beyond the sphere of political controversy, has, appar- 
ently, prevented that process of gradual innovation 


^ The terms “flexible” and “rigid” (originally suggested by the 
author’s friend. Lord Bryce) are used throughout this work without 
any connotation either of praise or of blame. The flexibility and 
expansiveness of the English constitution, or the rigidity and immuta- 
bility of, c.p., the constitution of the United States, may each be 
qualities which according to the judgment of different critics deserve 
either admiration or censure. With such judgments this treatise has 
no concern. The author’s whole aim was to make clear the exact 
difference between a flexible and a rigid constitution. It was not his 
obj^t to pronounce any opinion on the question whether the flexibility 
or rigidity of a given polity be a merit or a defect. 
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whicli in England lias, within not much, more than 
sixty years, transformed our polity. The constitution 
of Belgium stood for more than half a century with- 
out undergoing, in form at least, any material change 
whatever. The constitution of the United States has 
lasted for more than a hundred years, but has not 
undergone anything like the amount of change which 
has been experienced by the constitution of England 
since the death of George the Third.^ But if the 
inflexibility of constitutional laws has in certain 
instances checked the gradual and unconscious 
process of innovation by which the foundations of a 
commonwealth are undermined, the rigidity of consti- 
tutional forms has in other cases provoked revolution. 
The twelve unchangeable constitutions of France have 
each lasted on an average for less than ten years, 
and have frequently perished by violence. Louis 
Philippe’s monarchy was destroyed within seven years 
of the time when de Tocqueville pointed out that no 
power existed legally capable of altering the articles 
of the Charter. In one notorious instance at least 
— and other examples of the same phenomenon 
might be produced from the annals of revolutionary 
France — the immutability of the constitution was 
the ground or excuse for its violent subversion. 
The best plea for the Cowp d’4tat of 1851 was, 
that while the French people wished for the re- 
election of the President, the article of the con- 
stitution requiring a majority of three -fourths of 

1 No doubt tbe constitution of the United States had in reality, 
though not in form, changed a good deal since the beginning of last 
century ; but the change had been effected far less by formafly enacted 
constitutional amendments than by the growth of customs or institu- 
tions which have modified the working without altering the articles of 
the constitution. See Horwill, The Usages of the American Constitution 
( 1925 ). 
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Parti, the legislative assembly in order to alter the law 
which made the President’s re-election impossible, 
thwarted the will of the sovereign people. Had the 
Kepublican Assembly been a sovereign Parliament, 
Louis Napoleon would have lacked the plea, which 
seemed to justify, as well as some of the motives 
which tempted him to commit, the crime of the 2nd 
of December. 

Nor ought the perils in which France was involved 
by the immutability with which the statesmen of 
1848 invested the constitution to be looked upon as 
exceptional; they arose from a defect which is in- 
herent in every rigid constitution. The endeavour to 
create laws which cannot be changed is an attempt to 
hamper the exercise of sovereign power ; it therefore 
tends to bring the letter of the law into conflict with 
the will of the really supreme power in the state. The 
majority of French electors were under the constitu- 
tion the true sovereign of France ; but the rule which 
prevented the legal re-election of the President in 
effect brought the law of the land into conflict with 
the will of the majority of the electors, and produced, 
therefore, as a rigid constitution has a natural tend- 
ency to produce, an opposition between the letter 
of the law and the wishes of the sovereign. If 
the inflexibility of French constitutions has provoked 
revolution, the flexibility of English institutions has, 
once at least, saved them from violent overthrow. 
To a student, who at this distance of time calmly 
studies the history of the first Reform Bill, it is 
apparent, that in 1832 the supreme legislative auth- 
ority of Parliament enabled the nation to carry 
through a political revolution under the guise of a 
legal reform. 
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The rigidity, in short, of a constitution tends to 
check gradual innovation ; but, just because it impedes 
change, may, under unfavourable circumstances, occa- 
sion or provoke revolution. 

Secondly, What are the safeguards which under 
a rigid constitution can be taken against unconstitu- 
tional legislation ? 

The general answer to our inquiry (which of 
course can have no application to a country like 
England, ruled by a sovereign Parliament) is that 
two methods may be, and have been, adopted by 
the makers of constitutions, with a view to render- 
ing unconstitutional legislation, either impossible, or 
inoperative. 

Eeliance may be placed upon the force of public 
opinion and upon the ingenious balancing of political 
powers for restraining the legislature from passing 
unconstitutional enactments. This system opposes 
unconstitutional legislation by means of moral sanc- 
tions, which resolve themselves into the influence of 
public sentiment. 

Authority, again, may be given to some person 
or body of persons, and preferably to the courts, 
to adjudicate upon the constitutionality of legislative 
acts, and treat them as void if they are inconsistent 
with the letter or the spirit of the constitution. This 
system attempts not so much to prevent unconstitu- 
tional legislation as to render it harmless through the 
intervention of the tribunals, and rests at bottom on 
* the authority of the judges. 

This general account of the two methods by 
which it may be attempted to secure the rigidity of 
a constitution is hardly intelligible without further 
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illustration. Its meaning may be best understood 
by a comparison between tbe different policies in 
regard to the legislature pursued by two different 
classes of constitutionalists. 

French constitution-makers and their continental 
followers have, as we have seen, always attached 
vital importance to the distinction between fonda- 
mental and other laws, and therefore have constantly 
created legislative assemblies which possessed “ legis- 
lative ” without possessing “ constituent powers. 
French statesmen have therefore been forced to 
devise means for keeping the ordinary legislature 
within its appropriate sphere. Their mode of pro- 
cedure has been marked by a certain uniformity; 
they have declared on the face of tbe constitution 
the exact limits imposed upon the authority of the 
legislature; they have laid down as articles of the 
constitution whole bodies of maxims intended to 
guide and control the course of legislation; they 
have provided for the creation, by special methods 
and under special conditions, of a constituent body 
which alone should be entitled to revise the con- 
stitution. They have, in short, directed their 
attention to restraining the ordinary legislature from 
attempting any inroad upon the fundamental laws 
of the state ; but they have in general trusted to 
public sentiment,^ or at any rate to political con- 

1 “Aucun des ponvoirs instituds par la constitution n’a le droit 
“ de la changer dans son ensemble ni dans ses parties, sanf les rdformes 
“ qui pourront y 6tre faites par la voie de la rdvision, conformdment • 
“ aux dispositions du titre VII. ci-dessus. 

“L’Assemblde nationale constitnante en remet le d6pdt & la 
“fiddlit4 du Corps 14gislatif, du Roi et des jnges, k la vigilance des 
“ p4res de faniille, aux 4pouses et aux mdres, 4 I’affection des jeunes 
“citoyens, au courage de tons les Franqais.” — Constitution de 1791, 
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siderations, for inducing the legislature to respect Chapter 
the restraints imposed on its authority, and have 
usually omitted to provide machinery for annulling 
unconstitutional enactments, or for rendering them 
of no effect. 

These traits of French constitutionalism are French 
specially noticeable in the three earliest of French uonary 
political experiments. The Monarchical constitution 
of 1791, the Democratic constitution of 1793, the 
Directorial constitution of 1795 exhibit, under all 
their diversities, two features in common. They 
each, on the one hand, confine the power of the legis- 
lature within very narrow limits indeed ; under the 
Directory, for instance, the legislative body could not 
itself change any one of the 377 articles of the con- 
stitution, and the provisions for creating a constituent 
assembly were so framed that not the very least 
alteration in any of these articles could have been 
carried out within a period of less than nine years.’- 
None of these constitutions, on the other hand. 


Tit. vii. Art. 8 ; Buguit et Monnier, Lta Comtituiions et les principales 
lois politiques de la France depuis 1789 (1898), Constitution du 3 Sept. 
1791, p. 34. 

These are the terms in which the National Assembly entrusts the 
Constitution of 1791 to the guardianship of the nation. It is just 
possible, though not likely, that the reference to the judges is in- 
tended to contain a hint that the courts should annul or treat 
as void unconstitutional laws. Under the Constitution of the Year 
VIII. the senate had authority to annul unconstitutional laws. But 
f.hig was rather a veto on what in !Ehigland we should call Bills than 
a power to make void laws duly enacted. See Constitution of Year 
Vni., Tit. ii. Arts. 26, 28, Helie, Les Constitutions de la France 
(1879), oh. iv, p. 579 (Constitution du 22 Erimaire, An viii. Tit. 2, arts. 
26-28). 

1 See Constitution of 1795, Tit. xiii. Art. 338, Helie, Les Constitu- 
turns de la France (1879), oh. iv, p. 463 (Constitution du 5 Fructidor, 
An iii. art. 338). 
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contain a Mnt as to tiie mode in wMcli a law is 
to be treated which, is alleged to violate the con- 
stitution. Their framers indeed hardly seem to 
have recognised the fact that enactments of the 
legislature might, without being in so many words 
opposed to the constitution, yet be of dubious con- 
stitutionality, and that some means would be 
needed for determining whether a given law was 
or was not in opposition to the principles of the 
constitution. 

These characteristics of the revolutionary consti- 
tutions have been repeated in the works of later 
French constitutionalists. Under the present French 
Republic there exist a certain number of laws (hot 
it is true a very large number), which the Parlia- 
ment cannot change; and what is perhaps of more 
consequence, the so-called Congress^ could at any 
time increase the number of fundamental laws, and 
thereby greatly decrease the authority of future 
Parliaments. The constitution, however, contains 
no article providing against the possibility of an 
ordinary Parliament carrying through legislation 
greatly in excess of its constitutional powers. Any 
one in fact who bears in mind the respect paid 
in France from the time of the Revolution on- 
wards to the legislation of de facto governments 
and the traditions of the French judicature, will 
assume with confidence that an enactment passed 
through the Chambers, promulgated by the Presi- 
dent, and published in the bulletin des Lois, will 

^ The proper title for a so-oalled Congress is L’AasenMie Nationak. 
The Assembly consists of the members of each chamber (Deputies and 
Senators) sitting as one body at Versailles. Each chamber must 
previously have declared separately for revision and the subject for 
revision must be specified. — Ed. 
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be held valid by every tribunal througbout tbe 
Eepublic.^ 

This curious result therefore ensues. The restric- 
tions placed on the action of tbe legislature under 
the French constitution are not in reality laws, since 
they are not rules which in the last resort will be 
enforced by the courts. Their true character is that 
of maxims of political morality, which derive what- 
ever strength they possess from being formally in- 
scribed in the constitution and from the resulting 
support of public opinion. What is true of the con- 
stitution of France applies with more or less force to 
other polities which have been formed under the 
influence of French ideas. The Belgian constitution, 
for example, restricts the action of the Parliament 
no less than does the Kepublican constitution of 
France. But it is at least doubtful whether Belgian 
constitutionalists have provided any means whatever 
for invalidating laws which diminish or do away 
with the rights {e.g. the right of freedom of speech) 
“guaranteed” to Belgian citizens. The jurists of 
Belgium maintain, in theory at least, that an Act of 
Parliament opposed to any article of the constitution 
ought to be treated by the courts as void. But 
during the whole period of Belgian independence, no 
tribunal, it is said, has ever pronounced judgment 
upon the constitutionality of an Act of Parliament. 
This shows, it may be said, that the Parliament has 
respected the constitution, and certainly affords some 
evidence that, under favourable circumstances, formal 
declarations of rights may, from their influence on 

^ For a short account in English of the present constitution of 
France, see Morrison, The, French Constitution (1930). — ^En, 
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Part I. poptilar feeling, possess greater weight than is gener- 

ally attributed to them in England; but it also 

suggests the notion that in Belgium, as in France, 
the restrictions on Parliamentary authority are sup- 
ported mainly by moral or political sentiment, and 
are at bottom rather constitutional understandings 
than laws. 

To an English critic, indeed, the attitude of con- 
tinental and especially of revolutionary statesmen 
towards the ordinary legislature bears an air of 
paradox. They seem to be almost equally afraid 
of leaving the authority of the ordinary legislature 
unfettered, and of taking the steps by which the 
legislature may be prevented from breaking through 
the bonds imposed upon its power. The explanation 
of this apparent inconsistency is to be found in two 
sentiments which have influenced French constitu- 
tion-makers from the very outbreak of the Revolution 
— an over-estimate of the effect to be produced by 
general declarations of rights, and a settled jealousy 
of any intervention by'the judges in the sphere of 
politics.^ We shall see, in a later chapter, that the 
public law of France is still radically influenced by 
the belief, even now almost universal among French- 
men, that the law courts must not be allowed to 
interfere in any way whatever with matters of state, 
or indeed with anything affecting the machinery of 
government.® 

Ssfe^ards The authors of the American constitution have, 
for reasons that will appear in my next chapter, been 
u^ted more anxious than French statesmen to limit 

States. 1 jjg Tooqneville, (Euvres complHes (14th ed., 1864), voL i (D4mo- 

cratie en Amerique), pp. 167, 168. 

2 See ch. xii, post 
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the authority of every legislative body throughout Chapter 
the Republic. They have further shared the faith 
of continental politicians in the value possessed by 
general declarations of rights. But they have, unlike 
French constitution-makers, directed their attention, 
not so much to preventing Congress and other legis- 
latures from making laws in excess of their powers, 
as to the invention of means by which the eflFect of 
unconstitutional laws may be nullified ; and this 
result they have achieved by making it the duty of 
every judge throughout the Union to treat as void 
any enactment which violates the constitution, and 
thus have given to the restrictions contained in the 
constitution on the legislative authority either of 
Congress or the State legislatures the character of 
real laws, that is, of rules enforced by the courts. 

This system, which makes the judges the guardians 
of the constitution, provides the only adequate safe- 
guard which has hitherto been invented against 
unconstitutional legislation. 
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PARLIAMENTARY SOVEREIGNTY AND FEDERALISM 

Mt present aim is to illustrate the nature of Parlia- 
mentary sovereignty as it exists in England, by a 
comparison with the system of government known, as 
Federalism as it exists in several parts of the civilised 
world, and especially in the United States of America.^ 

There are indeed to be found at the present time 
three other noteworthy examples of federal govern- 
ment — the Swiss Confederation, the Dominion of 
Canada, and the German Empire.® But while from a 
study of the institutions of each of these states one 
may draw illustrations which throw light on our 
subject, it wiU be best to keep our attention through- 
out this chapter fixed mainly on the institutions of 
the great American Republic. And this for two 
reasons. The Union, in the first place, presents 
the most completely developed type of federalism. 

^ On the whole subject of American Federalism, the reader should 
consult Bryce, American Commonwealth (1910 ed.), and with a view 
to matters treated of in this chapter should read with special care 
vol. i, pt. i ; see also Amos, The American Constitution (1938), which 
contains a short account by a well-known EngHRii lawyer. 

^ To these we must add the Commonwealth of Australia (1900), and 
the proposed Federation of British India and the Native States. 
Germany has ceased to bear any of the characteristics of a Federal 
State. — ^E d. 
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All the features which, mark that scheme of govern- Chapter 
ment, and above all the control of the legislature by 
the courts, are there exhibited in their most salient 
and perfect form ; the Swiss Confederation,^ moreover, 
and the Dominion of Canada, are more or less copied 
from' the American model, whilst the constitution of 
the G-erman Empire is too fuU of anomalies, springing 
both from historical and from temporary causes, to be 
taken as a fair representative of any known form of 
government. The constitution of the United States, 
in the second place, holds a verjr peculiar relation 
towards the institutions of England. In the principle 
of the distribution of powers which determines its 
form, the constitution of the United States is the 
exact opposite of the English constitution, the very 
essence of which is, as I hope I have now made clear, 
the unlimited authority of Parliament. But while 
the formal differences between the constitution of the 
American Republic and the constitution of the English 
monarchy are, looked at from one point of view, 
immense, the institutions of America are in their 
spirit little else than a gigantic development of the 
ideas which lie at the basis of the political and legal 
institutions of England. The principle, in short, 
which gives its form to our system of government is 
(to use a foreign but convenient expression) “uni- 
tarianism,” or the habitual exercise of supreme legis- 

^ The essential feature of the Swiss Commonwealth is that it is a 
genuine and natural democracy, but a democracy based on Continental, 
and not on Anglo-Saxon, ideas of freedom and of government. 

The constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia contains at 
least one feature apparently suggested by Swiss federalism, namely, the 
referendum or general vote of the electorate on amendments of the 
constitution. 
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Part L lative authority by one central power, wbicb in tbe 
particular case is tbe British Parliament. Tbe prin- 
ciple wbicb, on tbe other band, shapes every part of 
. tbe American polity, is that distribution of limited, 
executive, legislative, and judicial authority among 
bodies each co-ordinate with and independent of tbe 
other wbicb. we shall in a moment see, is essential to 
tbe federal form of government. The contrast there- 
fore between tbe two polities is seen in its most salient 
form, and the results of this difference are made all 
tbe more visible because in every other respect tbe 
institutions of the English people on each side tbe 
Atlantic rest upon tbe same notions of law, of justice, 
and of tbe relation between tbe rights of individuals 
and tbe rights of tbe government, or tbe state. 

We shall best understand the nature of federalism 
and tbe points in wbicb a federal constitution stands 
in contrast with tbe Parliamentary constitution of 
England if we note, first, tbe conditions essential to 
tbe existence of a federal state and the aim with 
wbicb such a state is formed ; secondly, the essential 
features of a federal union; and lastly, certain 
characteristics of federalism wbicb result from its 
very nature, and form points of comparison,- or con- 
trast, between a federal polity and a system of 
Parbamentary sovereignty. 

Conditions A federal state requires for its formation two 
federalism. Conditions.^ 

^ The author referred to the following authorities ; Story, Oom- 
meniari&s cm the Constitution of the United States (4th ed., 1873) ; Bryce, 
American CommonioeaUh (1910 ed .) ; British North America Act, 
1867 ; Bourinot, Farliamentary Procedure and Practice in the Dominion 
of Canada (1st ed,, 1884) ; Constitution Federate de la Ccmfederation 
Suisse du 29 Mai, 1874 ; Blumer, Handhuch des Schweizerischen Bundes- 
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Tliere must exist, in the first place, a body of ciiapter 
countries sueh as the Cantons of Switzerland, the ^ 
Colonies of America, or the Provinces of Canada, so 
closely connected by locality, by history, by race, or 
the like, as to be capable of bearing, in the eyes of 
their inhabitants, an impress of common nationality. 

It will also be generally found (if we appeal to 
experience) that lands which now form part of a 
federal state were at some stage of their existence 
bound together by close alliance or by subjection to 
a common sovereign. It were going further than 
facts warrant to assert that this earlier connection is 
essential to the formation of a federal state. But it 
is certain that where federalism flourishes it is in 
general the slowly-matured firuit of some earlier and 
looser connection. 

A second condition absolutely essential to the Existence 
founding of a federal system is the existence of a sentiment, 
very peculiar state of sentiment among the inhabit- 
smts of the countries which it is proposed to unite. 

They must desire union, and must not desire unity. 

If there be no desire to unite, there is clearly no basis 
for federalism ; the wild scheme entertained (it is 
said) under the Commonwealth of forming a union 
between the English Republic and the United Pro- 
vinces was one of those dreams which may haunt 
the imagination of politicians but can never be trans- 

simUrechtea ; Lowell, Governments and Parties in Continental Europe 
(1896), vol. ii, oh. xi-xiii ; Adams and Cunningham, Swiss Confederation 
(1889) ; and see App. sec. iv, post ; Quick and Gairan, Anru>tated 
Constitution of the Australian Commonwealth (1901) ; Moore, The 
Commonwealth of Australia (2nd ed., 1910) ; and Bryce, Studies in 
History and Jurisprudence (1901), vol. i, Essay viii (The Constitution 
of the Commonwealth of Australia). 



142 


THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


Part I. formed into fact. If, on the other hand, there he a 

desire for unity, the wish wiU naturally find its 

satisfaction, not under a federal, but under a Uni- 
tarian constitution; the experience of England and 
Scotland in the eighteenth and of the states of 
Italy in the nineteenth century shows that the sense 
of common interests, or common national feeling, 
may be too strong to allow of that combination of 
union and separation which is the foundation of 
federalism. The phase of sentiment, in short, which 
forms a necessary condition for the formation of a 
federal state is that the people of the proposed state 
should wish to form for many purposes a single 
nation, yet should not wish to surrender the in- 
dividual existence of each man’s State or Canton. 
We may perhaps go a little farther, and say, that 
a federal government wiU hardly be formed unless 
many of the inhabitants of the separate States feel 
stronger allegiance to their own State than to the 
federal state represented by the common government’. 
This was certaioly the case in America towards the 
end of the eighteenth century, and in Switzerland at the 
middle of the nineteenth century. In 1 T 8 7 a Virginian 
or a citizen of Massachusetts felt a far stronger 
attachment to Virginia or to Massachusetts than to 
the body of the confederated States. In 1848 the 
citizens of Lucerne felt far keener loyalty to their 
Canton than to the confederacy, and the same thing, 
no doubt, held true in a less degree of the men of 
Berne or of Zurich. The sentiment therefore which 
creates a federal state is the prevalence throughout 
the citizens of more or less allied countries of two 
feelings which are to a certain extent inconsistent — 
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the desire for national unity and the determination CSiapter 
to maintain the independence of each man’s separate 
State. The aim of federalism is to give effect as far 
as possible to both these sentiments. 

A federal state is a political contrivance intended The aim of 
to reconcile national unity and power with the main- 
tenance of “ state rights.” The end aimed at fixes 
the essential character of federalism. For the method 
by which Federalism attempts to reconcile the ap- 
parently inconsistent claims of national sovereignty 
and of state sovereignty consists of the formation 
of a constitution under which the ordinary powers 
of sovereignty are elaborately divided between the 
common or national government and the separate 
states. The details of this division vary under every 
different federal constitution, but the general prin- 
ciple on which it should rest is obvious. Whatever 
concerns the nation as a whole should be placed under 
the control of the national government. All matters 
which are not primarily of common interest should 
remain in the hands of the several States. The pre- 
amble to the constitution of the United States recites 
that “ We, the people of the United States, in order 
“ to form a more perfect union, establish justice, 

“ ensure domestic tranquillity, provide for the common 
“ defence, promote the general welfare, and secure the 
“ blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, 

“do ordain and establish this constitution for the 
“ United States of America.” The tenth amendment 
enacts that “ the powers not delegated to the United 
“ States by the constitution nor prohibited by it to 
“ the States are reserved to the States respectively or 
“to the people.” These two statements, which are 
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Part I. reproduced with, slight alteration in the constitution 

of the Swiss Confederation/ point out the aim and 

lay down the fundamental idea of federalism. 

Essential From the notion that national unity can be recon- 
' cded with state independence by a division of powers 
fedentom. a common constitution between the nation on 

States. one hand and the individual States on the other, 

flow the three leading characteristics of completely 
developed federalism, — ^the supremacy of the constitu- 
tion — the distribution among bodies with limited and 
co-ordinate authority of the different powers of 
government — ^the authority of the courts toi act as 
interpreters of the constitution. 

Supremacy A federal state derives its existence from the 
tatiom*’ constitution, just as a corporation derives its exist- 
ence from the grant by which it is created. Hence, 
every power, executive, legislative, or judicial, whether 
it belong to the nation or to the individual States, is 
subordinate to and controlled by the constitution. 
Neither the President of the United States nor the 
Houses of Congress, nor the Governor of Massachusetts, 
nor the Legislatm'e or General Court of Massachusetts, 
can legally exercise a single power which is incon- 
sistent with the articles of the constitution. This 
doctrine of the supremacy of the constitution is 
familiar to every American, but in England even 
trained lawyers find a difficulty in following it out to 
its legitimate consequences. The difficulty arises from 
the fact that under the English constitution no prin- 
ciple is recognised which bears any real resemblance to 
the doctrine (essential to federalism) that the Con- 
stitution constitutes the “ supreme law of the land.” * 

^ Constitution Fediralty Preamble, and art. 3. 

® See Constitution of the United States, art. 6 (s. 2). 
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In England "we have laws which may be called chapter 
fundamental ^ or constitutional because they deal J^L 
with important principles (as, for example, the 
descent of the Crown or the terms of union with 
Scotland) lying at the basis of our institutions, but 
with us there is no such thing as a supreme law, or 
law which tests the validity of other laws. There 
are indeed important statutes, such as the Act em- 
bodying the Treaty of Union with Scotland, with 
which it would be political madness to tamper 
gratuitously ; there are utterly unimportant statutes, 
such, for example, as the Dentists Act, 1878, which 
may be repealed or modified at the pleasure or 
caprice of Parliament ; but neither the Act of Union 
with Scotland nor the Dentists Act, 1878, has more 
claim than the other to be considered a supreme daw. 

Each embodies the will of the sovereign legislative 
power; each can be legally altered or repealed by 
Parliament ; neither tests the validity of the other. 

Should the Dentists Act, 1878, unfortunately contra- 
vene the terms of the Act of Union, the Act of Union 
would be 'pro tanto repealed, but no judge would 
dream of maintaining that the - Dentists Act, 1878, 
was thereby rendered invalid or unconstitutional. 

The one fundamental dogma of English constitutional 
law is the absolute legislative sovereignty or despotism 
of the King in Parliament. But this dogma is 
incompatible with the existence of a fundamental 
compact, the provisions of which control every 
authority existing under the constitution.® 

^ The expression “ fundamental laws of England ” became current 
during the controversy as to the payment of ship-money (1636). 

See Gardiner, History of England^ vbl. viii (1884), pp. 84, 85. 

^ Cf. especially Kent, Commentaries (12th ed., 1873), para. 447-449. 



Parti. 


Conse- 

quences. 

Written 

constitu- 

tion. 


Rigid con- 
stitution. 


146 THE SOVEREIGNTY OF PARLIAMENT 


In the supremacy of the constitution are involved 
three consequences : — 

The constitution must almost necessarily be a 
“ written ” constitution. 

The foundations of a federal state are a compli- 
cated contract. This compact contains a variety of 
terms which have been agreed to, and generally after 
mature deliberation, by the States which make up the 
confederacy. To base an arrangement of this kind 
upon understandings or conventions would be certain 
to generate misunderstandings and disagreements. 
The articles of the treaty, or in other words of the 
constitution, must therefore be reduced to writing. 
The constitution must be a written document, and, if 
possible, a written document of which the terms are 
open to no misapprehension. The founders of the 
American Union left at least one great question 
unsettled. This gap in the constitution gave an 
opening to the dispute which was the plea, if not the 
justification, for the War of Secession.^ 

The constitution must be what I have termed a 
“ rigid ” ® or “ inexpansive ” constitution. 

The law of the constitution must be either legally 
immutable, or else capable of being changed only by 

^ No doubt it is conceivable that a federation might grow up by 
the force of custom, and under agreements between different States 
which were not reduced into writing, and it appears to be questionable 
how far the Achaean League was bound together by anything equiva- 
lent to a written constitution. It is, however, in the highest degree 
improbable, even if it be not practically impossible, that in modem 
times a federal state could be formed without the framing of some 
document which, whatever the name by which it is called, would be 
in reality a written constitution, regulating the rights and duties of 
the federal government and the States composing the Pederation. 

^ See pp. 91. 126 et seg„ ante» 
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some authority above and beyond the ordinary legis- 
lative bodies, whether federal or state legislatures, 
existing under the constitution. 

In spite of the doctrine enunciated by some jurists 
that in every country there must be foimd some 
person or body legally capable of changing every 
institution thereof, it is hard to see why it should 
be held inconceivable ^ that the founders of a polity 
should have deliberately omitted to provide any 
means for lawfully changing its bases. Such an 
omission would not be unnatural on the part of the 
authors of a federal union, since one main object of 
the States entering into the compact is to prevent 
further encroachments upon their several state rights ; 
and in the fifth article of the United States constitu- 
tion may still be read the record of an attempt to 
give to some of its provisions temporary immutability. 
The question, however, whether a federal constitu- 
tion necessarily involves the existence of some ulti- 
mate sovereign power authorised to amend or alter 
its terms is of merely speculative interest, for under 
existing federal governments the constitution will be 
found to provide the means for its own improvement. 
It is, at any rate, certain that whenever the founders 
of a federal government hold the maintenance of a 
federal system to be of primary importance, supreme 

^ Eminent American lawyers maintain that under the constita- 
tion there exists no person, or body of persons, possessed of legal sove- 
reignty, in the sense given by Austin to that term, and it is difficult to 
see that this opinion involves any absurdity. Cf. Constitution of 
United States, art. 6 . The truth is that a federal constitution par- 
takes of the nature of a treaty, and it is quite conceivable that the 
authors of the constitution may intend to provide no constitutional 
means of changing its terms except the assent of all the parties to the 
treaty- 
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legislative power cannot be safely vested in any 
ordinary legislature acting under the constitution.^ 
For so to vest legislative sovereignty would be incon- 
sistent with the aim of federalism, namely, the per- 
manent division between the spheres of the national 
government and of the several States. If Congress 
could legally change the constitution, New York and 
Massachusetts would have no legal guarantee for the 
amount of independence reserved to them under the 
constitution, and would be as subject to the sovereign 
power of Congress as is Scotland to the sovereignty 
of Parliament ; the .Union would cease to be a federal 
state, and would become a Unitarian republic. If, on 
the other hand, the legislature, of South Carolina 
could of its own wiU amend the constitution, the 
authority of the central government would (from a 
legal point of view) be illusory ; the United States 
would sink from a nation into a collection of inde- 
pendent countries united by the bond of a more or 
less permanent alliance. Hence the power of amend- 
ing the constitution has been placed, so to speak, 
outside the constitution, and one may say, with 
sufficient accuracy for our present purpose, that the 
legal sovereignty of the United States resides in the 
States’ governments as forming one aggregate body 

^ "Under the constitution of the German .hlmpire the Imperial 
l^islative body could amend the constitution. But the character of 
the Federal Council (Bundesraffi) gave ample security for the protection 
of State rights. No change in the constitution could be efiected which 
was opposed by fourteen votes in the Federal Council. This gave a veto 
on change to I^ussia and to various combinations of some among the 
othOT States. The extent to which national sentiment and State 
patriotism respectively predominated under a federal system may be 
conjMtured from the nature of the authority which had the right to 
modify the oonstitution. 
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represented by tbree-fourths of the several States at Chapter 
any time belonging to the Union.^ Now from the 
necessity for placing ultimate legislative authority in 
some body outside the constitution a remarkable conse- 
quence ensues. Under a federal as under a Unitarian 
system there exists a sovereign power, but the sovereign 
is in a federal state a despot hard to rouse. He is not, 
like the English Parliament, an ever-wakeful legis- 
lator, but a monarch who slumbers and sleeps. The 
sovereign of the United States has been roused to 
serious action but once during the course of more 
than a century. It needed the thunder of the Civil 
War to break his repose, and it may be doubted 
whether anything short of impending revolution will 
ever again arouse him to activity. But a monarch who 
slumbers for years is like a monarch who does not exist. 

A federal constitution is capable of change, but for all 
that a federal constitution is apt to be unchangeable.® 

Every legislative assembly existing imder a federal 

1 “ The Congress, whenever two-thirds of both houses shall deem 
“ it necessary, shall propose amendments to this constitution, or, on the 
‘‘ application of the legislatures of two-thirds of the several States, shall 
“ call a convention for proposing amendments, which, in either case, 

“ shall be valid to aU intents and purposes, as part of this constitution, 

“ when ratified by the legislatures of three-fourths of the several States, 

“ or by conventions in three-fourths thereof, as the one or the other 
“ mode of ratification may be proposed by the Congress ; provided that 
“ no amendments which may be made prior to the year one thousand 
‘‘ eight hundred and eight shall in any manner affect the filrst and fourth 
“ clauses in the ninth section of the first article ; and that no State, 

‘‘without its consent, shall be deprived of its equal suffrage in the 
“Senate .” — Constitution of the United States, art. 5, Cf. Austin, 
Jurisprudence (4th ed., 1879), vol. i, p. 278 ; and see Bryce, American 
Commonwealth (1910 ed.), voL i, ch, xxxii (The Amendment of the 
Constitution). 

^ Note, however, the ease with which the provisions of the con- 
stitution of the United States with regard to the election of Senators by 
the Legislature and the transference of such election to the people of 
each State, were carried through by Amendment xvii, passed in 1913. 
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constitution is merely^ a subordinate law-making 
body, whose laws are of the nature of by-laws, valid 
whilst within the authority conferred upon it by the 
constitution, but invalid or unconstitutional if they 
go beyond the limits of such authority. 

There is an apparent absurdity ® in comparing the 
legislature of the United States to an English railway 
company or a municipalcorporation,but the comparison 
is just.® Congress can, within the limits of its legal 
powers, pass laws which bind every man throughout 
the United States. The Great Eastern Eailway Com- 
pany can, in like manner, pass laws which bind every 
man throughout the British dominions. A law passed 
by Congress which is in excess of its legal powers, as 
contravening the Constitution, is invalid ; a law passed 
by the Great Eastern Eailway Company in excess of 
the powers given by Act of Parliament, or, in other 
words, by the legal constitution of the company, is 
also invalid ; a law passed by Congress is called an 
Act of Congress, and if ultra vires is described 
as unconstitutional ; a law passed by the Great 
Eastern Eailway Company is called a by-law, 
and if ultra vires is called, not unconstitutional, 
but invalid. Differences, however, of words must 
not conceal from us essential similarity in things. 
Acts of Congress, or of the Legislative Assembly 
of New York or of Massachusetts, are at bottom 
siinply by-laws, depending for their validity 

^ This is so in the United States, bnt it need not necessarily be 
so. The Federal Legislature may be a sovereign power, but may be 
so co^tituted that the rights of the States under the constitution are 
practically protected. This condition of things existed in the German 

® See p. 92. note 1, ante. 

See Intro, pp. liii ef ««?., ante, and Jennings, The Law and the Con- 
atOution (aid ed., 1938), pp. 140-142. 
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upon their being within the powers given to Con- Chapter 
gress or to the state legislatures by the consti- ^ 
tution. The by-laws of the Great Eastern Railway 
Company, imposing fines upon passengers who travel 
over their line without a ticket, are laws, but they 
are laws depending for their validity upon their 
being within the powers conferred upon the Com- 
pany by Act of Parliament, i.e. by the Company’s 
constitution. Congress afid the Great Eastern Rail- 
way Company are in truth each of them nothing 
more than subordinate law-making bodies. Their 
power dififers not in degree, but in kind, from the 
authority of the sovereign Parliament of the United 
Kingdom.^ 

The distribution of powers is an essential feature pistribn- 
of federalism. The object for which a federal state powers, 
is formed involves a division of authority between 
the national government and the separate States. 

The powers given to the nation form in effect so many 
limitations upon the authority of the separate States, 
and as it is not intended that the central government 
should have the opportunity of encroaching upon the 
rights retained by the States, its sphere of action 
necessarily becomes the object of rigorous definition. 

The constitution, for instance, of the United States 
delegates special and closely defined powers to the 
executive, to the lesfislature, and to the judiciary of 
the Union, or in effect to the Union itself, whilst it 

1 See as to by-laws made by mmaicipal corporations, and the 
dependence of their validity npon the powers conferred npon the cor- 
poration : Johnson v. The Mayor, etc, of Croydon (1886) 16 Q.B.D. 

708 ; The Queen v. Pawdl (1884;) 51 L.T. 92 ; Munro v. Watson (1887) 

67 L.T. 366 ; Kruse v. Johnson [1898] 2 Q.B. 91 ; K. & L. 26, See 
Biyce, American Commonwealth (1910 ed.), vol. i, pp. 245, 246, 
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Part n. provides that the powers “ not delegated to the United 
States by the constitution nor prohibited by it to 
the States are reserved to the States respectively or 
to the people.” ^ 

Division This is aU the amount of division which is essen- 
tial to a federal constitution. But the principle of 
factbeyond definition and limitation of powers harmonises so well 
with the federal spirit that it is generally carried 
much farther than is dictated by the mere logic of the 
constitution. Thus the authority assigned to the 
United States under the constitution is not concen- 
trated in any single official or body of officials. The 
President has definite rights, upon which neither 
Congress nor the judicial department can encroach. 
Congress has but a limited, indeed a very limited, 
power of legislation, for it can make laws upon eighteen 
topics only; yet within its own sphere it is inde- 
pendent both of the President and of the Federal 
Courts. So, lastly, the judiciary have their' own 
powers. They stand on a level both with the Presi- 

Constitution of the United States, Amendments, art. 10. See pro- 
Tiaons of a similar character in the Swiss constitution. Constitution 
F^dirdU, art. 3; of. the constitution of the Dominion of Canada, 
British North America Act, 1867, ss. 91, 92. 

There exists, however, one marked distinction in principle between 
the OT^tution of the United States and the constitution ' of the 
Dominion of Canada. The constitution of the United States in sub- 
stance reserves to the separate States all powers not expressly conferred 
upon the national Government. The Canadian constitution in sub- 
stance confers upon the Dominion Government all powers not assigned 
exclusively to the Provinces. In this matter the Swiss constitution 
foltows that of the United States. 

The constitution of the Australian Commonwealth follows in efiect 
the example of the constitution of the United States. The powers 
wmeired upon the Commonwealth Parliament are, though very large, 
defimte; the powers reserved to the Parliaments of the States are 
mdefimte. See Commonwealth Constitution, ss. 51, 52, and 107. 
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dent and with Congress, and their authority (being caiapter 
directly derived from the constitution) cannot, without 
a distinct violation of law, be trenched upon either by 
the executive or by the legislature. Where, further. 

States are federally united, certain principles of policy 
or of justice must be enforced upon the whole con- 
federated body as well as upon the separate parts 
thereof, and the very inflexibility of the constitu- 
tion tempts legislators to place among constitutional 
articles maxims which (though, not' in their nature 
constitutional) have special claims upon respect and 
observance. Hence spring additional restrictions on 
the power both of the federation and of the separate 
states. The United States constitution prohibits both 
to Congress ^ and to the separate S.tates ® the passing 
of a bill of attainder or an ex post facto law, the grant- 
ing of any title of nobility, or in' effect the laying of 
any tax on articles exported from any State,® enjoins 
that full faith shall be given to the public acts and 
judicial proceedings of every other State, hinders any 
State from passing any law impairing the obligation 
of contracts,* and prevents every State from entering 
into any treaty, alliance, or confederation ; thus it 
provides that the elementary principles of justice, 
freedom of trade, and the rights of individual pro- 
perty shall be absolutely respected throughout the 
length and breadth of the Union. It further ensures 
that the right of the people to keep and bear arms 
shall not be infring ed, while it also provides that no 
member can be expelled from either House of Con- 

^ Constitution of tlie United States, art. 1, s. 9. 

2 Ibid., art. 1, s. 10. 

3 Ibid., art. 1, s. 9 ; of. art. 1, s. 10. 

^ Ibid., art. 1, s. 10- 
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gress without the concurrence of two-thirds of the 
House. Other federal constitutions go far beyond 
that of the United States in ascribing among con- 
stitutional articles either principles or petty rules 
which are supposed to have a claim of legal sanc- 
tity ; the Swiss constitution is full of “ guaranteed ” 
rights. 

Nothing, however, would appear to an Engl is h 
critic to afford so striking an example of the con- 
nection between federalism and the “limitation of 
powers ” as the way in which the principles of the 
federal constitution pervade in America the constitu- 
tions of the separate States. In no ease does the 
legislature of any one State possess all the powers of 
“state sovereignty” left to the States by the Consti- 
tution of the Eepublic, and every state legislature is 
subordinated to the constitution of the State.^ The 
ordinary legislature of New York or Massachusetts 
can no more change the state constitution than it can 
alter the Constitution of the United States itself; 
and, though the topic cannot be worked out here in 
detail, it may safely be asserted that state govern- 
ment throughout the Union is formed upon the 
federal model, and (what is noteworthy) that state 
constitutions have carried much further than the 
Constitution of the Republic the tendency to clothe 
with constitutional immutability any rules which 
strike the people as important. Illinois has em- 


indefinite powers left to State Parliaments 
•orwT A- A of Australia Constitution, ss. 106, 107, 

Moh &d not repeal the constitutions of the States. The Constitu- 
taonaJiste of An^a who created the Commonwealth were as much 
w tr^tions of EngHsh parliamentary sovereignty as 

d«^gs with the State consStions 
been mfluepced by the spirit of federalism. 
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bodied, among fundamental laws, regulations as to ctaptei 
elevators.^ 

But here, as in other eases, there is great diflh- 
culty in distinguishing cause and effect. If a federal 
form of government has affected, as it probably has, 
the constitutions of the separate States, it is certain 
that features originally existing in the State constitu- 
tions have been reproduced in the constitution of the 
Union ; and, as we shall see in a moment, the most 
characteristic institution of the United States, the 
Federal Court, appears to have been suggested at 
least to the founders of the Eepublic, by the relation 
which before XT' 8 9 already existed between the state 
tribunals and the state legislatures.® 

The tendency of federalism to limit on every side Division oi 
the action of government and to split up the strength tinguishes 
of the state among co-ordinate and independent from^iLi. 
authorities is . specially noticeable, because it forms 
the essential distinction between a federal system 
such as that of America .or Switzerland, and a Uni- 
tarian system of government, such as that which 

^ See Munn v. Illinois (1887) 4 Otto, 113. 

® European critics of American federalism have paid in general too 
little attention to the working and effect of the State constitutions, 
and have overlooked the great importance of the action of the State 
legislatures. See Boutmy, Etvdes de Droit constitutionnd (2nd ed., 

1888), pp. 103-111. 

“ It has been truly said that nearly every provision of the Federal 
“ constitution that has worked well is one borrowed from or suggested 
“ by some State constitution ; nearly every provision that has worked 
** badly is one which the Convention, for want of a precedent, was 
** obliged to devise for itself.” — ^Bryce, American Commonwealth (1910 
ed.), voL i, p. 35. One capital merit of Bryce’s book was that it for the 
first time revealed, even to those who had already studied American 
institutions, the extent to which the main features of the constitution 
of the United States were suggested to its authors by the characteristics 
of the State Governments. 
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PartL exists in England or Eussia. We talk indeed of 
tke English constitution as resting on a balance of 
powers, and as maintaining a division between the 
executive, the legislative, and the judicial bodies. 
These expressions have a real meaning. But they 
have quite a different significance as applied to 
England from the sense which they bear as applied 
to the United States. All the power of the English 
state is concentrated in the Imperial Parliament, and 
all departments of government are legally subject 
to Parliamentary despotism. Our judges are inde- 
pendent, in the sense of holding their office by a 
permanent tenure, and of being raised above the 
direct influence of the Crown or the Ministry ; but the 
judicial department does not pretend to stand on a 
level with Parliament ; its functions might be modi- 
fied at any time by an Act of Parliament ; and such 
a statute would be no violation of the law. The 
Federal Judiciary, on the other hand, are co-ordinate 
with the President and with Congress, and cannot 
without a revolution be deprived of a single right by 
President or Congress. So, again, the executive and 
the legislature are with us distinct bodies, but they 
are not distinct in the sense in which the President 
is distinct from and independent of the Houses of 
Congress. The House of Commons interferes with 
administrative matters, and the Ministry are in truth 
placed and kept in office by the House. A modern 
Cabinet would not hold power for a week if censured 
by a newly elected House of Commons. An American 
President may retain his post and exercise his very 
important functions even though his bitterest oppo- 
nents command majorities both in the Senate and 



PARLIAMENTARY SOVEREIGNTY ^ FEDERALISM iS7 


in the House of Representatives. Unitarianism, in Chapter 
short, means the concentration of the strength of the 
state in the hands of one visible sovereign power, be 
that power Parliament or Czar. Federalism means 
the distribution of the force of the state among a 
number of co-ordinate bodies each originating in and 
controlled by the constitution. 

Whenever there exists, as in Belgium or in France, Authority 
a more or less rigid constitution, the articles of which 
cannot be amended by the ordinary legislature, the 
difficulty has to be met of guarding against legisla- 
tion inconsistent with the constitution. As Belgian 
and French statesmen have created no machinery 
for the attainment of this object, we may conclude 
that they considered respect for the constitution to 
be sufficiently secured by moral or political sanctions, 
and treated the limitations placed on the power of 
Parliament rather as maxims of policy than as true 
laws. During a period, at any rate of more than 
sixty years, no Belgian judge has (it is said) ever 
pronounced a Parliamentary enactment unconstitu- 
tional. No French tribunal, as has been already 
pointed out, would hold itself at liberty to disregard 
an enactment, however unconstitutional, passed by 
the National Assembly, inserted in the Bulletin des 
Lois, and supported by the force of the government ; 
and French statesmen may well have thought, as 
de Tocqueville certainly did think, that in France 
possible Parliamentary invasions of the constitution 
were a less evil than the participation of the judges 
in political conflicts. France, in short, and Belgium 
being governed .under Unitarian constitutions, the 
non-sovereign character of the legislature is in each 
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case an accident, not an essential property of their 
polity. Under a federal system it is otherwise. The 
legal supremacy of the constitution is essential to the, 
existence of the state ; the glory of the founders of 
the United States is to have devised or adopted 
arrangements under which the constitution became 
in reality as well as name the supreme law of the 
land. This end they attained by adherence to a 
very obvious principle, and by the invention of 
appropriate machinery for carrying this principle 
into effect. 

The principle is clearly expressed in the Constitu- 
tion of the United States. “ This constitution,” runs 
article 6, “ and the laws of the United States which 
“shall be made in pursuance thereof . . . shall be 
“the supreme law of the land, and the judges in 
“every State shall be bound thereby, anything in 
“ the constitution or laws of any State to the con- 
“trary notwithstanding.” ^ The import of these 
expressions is unmistakable. “Every Act of Con- 
“ gress,” writes Chancellor Kent, “ and every Act of 
“ the legislatures of the States, and every part of the 
“constitution of any State, which are repugnant to 
“the Constitution of the United States, are neces- 
“sarily void. This is a clear and settled principle 
“ of [our] constitutional jurisprudence.” ® The legal 
duty therefore of every judge, whether he act as a 
judge of the State of New York or as a judge of the 
Supreme Court of the United States, is clear. He is 
bound to treat as void every legislative act, whether 
proceeding from Congress or from the state legis- 

^ Constitution of the United States, art. 6 (s. «2). 

2 Kent, Commentaries (l'2th ed., 1873), vol. i, para. 314 ; cf. ibid,, 
para. 449. 
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latures, which is inconsistent with the Constitution Chapter 
of the United States. His duty is as clear as that 
of an English judge called upon to determine the 
validity of a by-law made by the Great Eastern or 
any other Railway Company. The American judge 
must in giving judgment obey the terms of the con- 
stitution, just as his English brother must in giving 
judgment obey every Act of Parliament bearing on 
the case. 

To have laid down the principle with distinctness suprernwy 
is much, but the great problem was how to ensure tution 
that the principle should be obeyed ; for there existed of 
a danger that judges depending on the federal 
government should wrest the constitution in favour 
of the central power, and that judges created by the 
States should wrest it in favour of State rights or 
interests. This problem has been solved by the 
creation of the Supreme Court and of the Federal 
Judiciary. 

Of the nature and position of the Supreme Court Nature and 
itself thus much alone need for our present purpose supreme 
be noted. The court derives its existence from the 
constitution, and stands therefore on an equality 
with the President and with Congress ; the members 
thereof (in common with every judge of the Federal 
Judiciary) hold their places during good behaviour, at 
salaries which cannot be diminished during a judge’s 
tenure of office.^ The Supreme Court stands at the 
head of the whole federal judicial department, which, 
extending by its subordinate courts throughout the 
Union, can execute its judgments through its own 
officers without requiring the aid of state officials. 

^ Constitution of the United States, art. 3, ss. 1 , 2. 
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Part 1 The Supreme Court, though it has a certain amount 
of origiual jurisdiction, derives its importance from its 
appellate character ; it is on every matter which con- 
cerns the interpretation of the constitution a supreme 
and final court of appeal from the decision of every 
court (whether a Federal court or a State court) 
throughout the Union. It is in fact the final inter- 
preter of the constitution and therefore has authority 
to pronounce finally as a court of appeal whether a 
law passed either by Congress or by the legislature of 
a State, e.g. New York, is or is not constitutional. 
To understand the position of the Supreme Court we 
must bear in mind that there exist throughout the 
Union two classes of courts in which proceedings can 
be commenced, namely, the subordinate federal comrts 
deriving their authority from the constitution, and 
the state courts, e.g. of New York or Massachusetts, 
created by and existing under the state constitutions ; 
and that the jurisdiction of the federal judiciary and 
the state judiciary is in many cases concurrent, for 
though the jurisdiction of the federal courts is mainly 
confined to cases arising under the constitution and 
laws of the United States, it is also frequently 
dependent, upon the character of the parties, and 
though there are cases with which no state court can 
deal, such a court may often entertain cases which 
mi^t be brought in a federal court, and constantly 
has to consider the efiect of the constitution on the 
validity either of a law passed by Congress or of state 
legislation. That the Supreme Court should be a 
court of appeal from the decision of the subordinate 
federal tribunals is a matter which excites no surprise. 
The point to be noted is that it is also a court of 
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appeal from decisions of the Supreme Court of any Chapter 
State, e.g. New York, which turn upon or interpret 
the articles of the constitution or Acts of Congress. 

The particular cases in which a party aggrieved by 
the decision of a state court has a right of appeal to 
the Supreme Court of the United States are regulated 
by an Act of Congress of 24th September 1789, the 
twenty-fifth section of which provides that “ a final 
“judgment or decree, in any suit in the highest court 
“ of law or equity of a State, may be brought up on 
“ error in point of law, to the Supreme Court of the 
“ United States, provided the validity of a treaty, or 
“ statute of, or authority exercised under the United 
“ States, was drawn in question in the state court, and 
“the decision was against that validity; or provided 
“the validity of any state authority was drawn in 
“ question, on the ground of its being repugnant to the 
“ constitution, treaties, or laws of the United States, 

“ and the decision was in favour of its validity ; or pro- 
“ vided the construction of any clause of the constitu- 
“ tion or of a treaty, or statute of, or commission held 
“ under the United States, was drawn in question, and 
“the decision was against the title, right, privilege, 

“ or exemption, specially claimed under the authority 
“ of the Union.” ^ Strip this enactment of its techni- 
calities and it comes to this. A party to a ease in 
the highest court, say of New York, who bases his 
claim or defence upon an article in the constitution 
or law made under it, stands in this position : If 
judgment be in his favour there is no farther appeal ; 
if judgment goes against him, he has a right of appeal 
to the Supreme Court of the United States. Any 

^ Kent, Commentaries {12th ed., 1873), vol. i, paras. 299, 300. 
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lawyer can see at a glance tow well devised is the 
arrangement to encourage state courts in the per- 
formance of their duty as guardians of the constitu- 
tion, and further that the Supreme Court thereby 
becomes the ultimate arbiter of all matters affecting 
the constitution. 

Let no one for a moment fancy that the right of 
every court, and ultimately of the Supreme Court, 
to pronounce on the constitutionality of legislation 
and on the rights possessed by different authorities 
under the constitution is one rarely ezercised, for it 
is in fact a right which is constantly exerted with- 
out exciting any more surprise on the part of the 
citizens of the Union than does in England a judg- 
ment of the King’s Bench Division treating as 
invalid the by-law of a railway company. The 
Am erican tribunals have dealt with matters of 
supreme consequence; they have determined that 
Congress has the right to give priority to debts due 
to the United States,^ can lawfully incorporate a 
bank,® has a general power to levy or collect taxes 
without any restraint, but subject to definite prin- 
ciples of uniformity prescribed by the constitution ; 
the tribunals have settled what is the power of 
Congress over the militia, who is the person who has 
a right to command it,® and that the power exercised 
by Congress daring the War of Secession of issuing 
paper money was valid.* The courts again have 
controlled the power of the separate States fully as 

^ Kent, dU, voL i, paras. 244-248. 

2 Ibid,, paras. 248-254. ^ ^ paras. 262-266. 

^ Story, C(m7rie7iiaries on the Constitution (4th ed., 1873), vol. ii, 
secs. 1116, 1117. 

See Hepburn v. Griswold (1870) 8 Wallace 603, and Knox v. Let 
(1871) 12 Wallace 457. 
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vigorously as they have defined the authority of the Ohaptei 

United States. The judiciary have pronounced un- 1_ 

constitutional every ecc 'post facto law, every law 
taxing even in the slightest degree articles exported 
from any State, and have again deprived of effect 
state laws impairing the obligation of contracts. 

To the judiciary in short are due the maintenance of 
justice, the existence of internal free trade, and the 
general respect for the rights of property ; whilst a 
recent decision shows that the courts are prepared 
to uphold as consistent with the Constitution any 
laws which prohibit modes of using private property, 
which seem to the judges inconsistent with public 
interest.^ The power moreover of the courts which 
maintains the articles of the constitution as the 
law of the land, and thereby keeps each authority 
within its proper sphere, is exerted with an ease and 
regularity which has astounded and perplexed con- 
tinental critics. The explanation is that while the 
judges of the United States control the action of the 
constitution, they nevertheless perform purely judicial 
functions, since they never decide anything but the 
eases before them. It is natural to say that the 
Supreme Court pronounces Acts of Congress invalid, 
but in fact this is not so. The court never directly 
pronounces any opinion whatever upon an Act of 
Congress. What the court does do is simply to 
determine that in a given case A is or is not entitled 
to recover judgment against IL ; but in determining 
that case the court may decide that an Act of 

1 Munn V. niirms (1877) 4 Otto 113. See especially the Judgmeate 
of Marshall, C.J., ooheoted in TU WrUiTtgs of John Marshall upon the 
Federal Constitution Q839). 
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The true 
merit of 
the found- 
ers of the 
United 
States. 


Congress is not to be taken into account, since it is an 
Act beyond the constitutional powers of Congress.^ 

If any one thinks this is a distinction without a 
difference he shows some ignorance of politics, and 
does not understand how much the authority of a 
court is increased’ by confining its action to purely 
judicial business. But persons who, like de Tocque- 
ville, have fully appreciated the wisdom of the 
statesmen who created the Union, have formed per- 
haps an exaggerated estimate of their originality. 
Their true merit was that they applied with extra- 
ordinary skill the notions which they had inherited 
from English law to the novel circumstances of the 
new republic. To any one imbued with the traditions 
of English procedure it must have seemed impossible 
to let a court decide upon anything but the case 
before it. To any one who had inhabited a colony 
governed under a charter the effect of which on the 
validity of a colonial law was certainly liable to be 
considered by the Privy Council, there was nothing 
startling in empowering the judiciary to ,pronounce 
in given cases upon the constitutionality of Acts 
passed by assemblies whose powers were limited 
by the constitution, just as the authority of the 
colonial legislatures was limited by charter or by 
Act of Parliament. To a French jurist, indeed, filled 
with the traditions of the French Parliaments, all 
this might well be incomprehensible, but an English 
lawyer can easily see that the fathers of the republic 
treated Acts of Congress as English Courts treat 
by-laws, and in forining the Supreme Court may 
probably have had in mind the functions of the Privy 

^ See oliap. ii, pp. 94-99, ante. 
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Council. It is still more certain that they had before chapter 

their eyes cases in which the tribunals of particular L 

States had treated as unconstitutional, and therefore 
pronounced void, Acts of the state legislature which 
contravened the state constitution. The earliest case of 
declaring a law unconstitutional dates (it is said) from 
1786, and took place in Rhode Island, which was then, 
and continued till 1842, to be governed under the 
charter of Charles II. An Act of the legislature was 
declared unconstitutional by the Courts of North 
Carolina in 1787 ^ and by the Courts of Yirginia in 
1788,® whilst the constitution of the United States was 
not adopted till 1789, and Marhury v. Madison, the 
first case in which the Supreme Court dealt with the 
question of constitutionality, was decided in 1803.® 

But if their notions were conceptions derived from 
English law, the great statesmen of America gave to 
old ideas a perfectly new expansion, and for the first 
time in the history of the world formed a constitution 
which should in strictness be “ the law of the land,” 
and in so doing created modem federalism. For the 
essential characteristics of federalism — the supremacy 
of the constitution — the distribution of powers — 
the authority of the judiciary — reappear, though 
no doubt with modifications, in every true federal 
state. 

Turn for a moment to the Canadian Dominion. The 

, . Canadian 

The preamble to the British North America Act, 1867, Dominion, 
asserts with diplomatic inaccuracy that the Provinces 

1 Martia 421. ® 1 Virginia Cases 198. 

® 1 Cranch 137. For the facts as to the early action of the State 
Courts in Hftn1fl.ring legislative enactments unconstitutional the author 
was indebted, as for much other useful raiticism, to his frigid Professor 
Thayor of Harvard. 
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Part I. of the present Dominion have expressed their desire 
to be united into one Dominion “ with a constitution 
similar in principle to that of the United Kingdom.” 
If preambles were intended to express anything like 
the whole truth, for the word “ Kingdom ” ought to 
have been substituted “ States ” : since it is clear that 
the Constitution of the Dominion is in its essential 
features modelled on that of the Union. This is 
indeed denied, but in my judgment without adequate 
grounds, by competent Canadian critics.^ The differ- 
ences between the institutions of the United States 
and of the Dominion are of course both considerable 
and noteworthy. But no one can study the provisions 
of the British North America Act, 1867, without 
seeing that its authors had the American Constitution 
constantly before their eyes, and that if Canada were 
an independent country it would be a Confederacy 
governed under a constitution very Rimilar to that of 
the United States. The constitution is the law of 

^ The difference between the judgment as to the character of the 
C ana dian constitution formed by the author and the judgment of com- 
petent and friendly Canadian critics, was summarised and explained as 
follows : If we look at the federal character of the constitution of 
the Dom ini on, we must inevitably regard it as a copy, though by no 
means a servile copy, of the constitution of the United States. Now 
in the present work the Canadian constitution is regarded exclusively 
as a federal government Hence my assertion, which I still hold to be 
correct, that the government of the Dominion is modelled on that of 
the Union. If, on the other hand, we compare the Canadian Executive 
with the American Executive, we perceive at once that Canadian govern- 
ment is modelled on the system of Parliamentary cabinet government as 
it exists in England, and does not in any wise imitate the Presidential 
government of America. This, it has been suggested to me by a friend 
well acquainted with Canadian institutions, is the point of view from 
which they are looked upon by my Canadian critics, and is the justifica- 
tion for the description of the Constitution of the Dominion given in the 
preamble to the British North America Act, 1867 . The suggestion is a 
just and valuable one ; in deference to it some of the expressions used in 
the earlier editions of this book have undergone a slight modification.” 
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the land ; it cannot be changed (except within narrow 
limits allowed by the British North America Act, 
1867) either by the Dominion Parliament^ or by the 
Provincial Parliaments ; * it can be altered only by the 
sovereign power of the British Parliament.® Nor does 
this arise from the Canadian Dominion being a de- 
pendency. New Zealand is, like Canada, a colony, but 
the New Zealand Parliament can with the assent of 
the Crown do what the Canadian Parliament cannot 
do — change the colonial constitution. Throughout 
the Dominion, therefore, the constitution is in the 
strictest sense the immutable law of the land. Under 
this law again, you have, as you would expect, the 
distribution of powers among bodies of co-ordinate 
authority ; * though undoubtedly the powers bestowed 
on the Dominion Government and Parliament are 
greater when compared with the powers reserved 
to the Provinces than are the powers which the 
Constitution of the United States gives to the federal 
government. In nothing is this more noticeable 
than in the authority given to ® the Dominion Govern- 
ment to disallow Provincial Acts.® 

1 See, however, British North America Act, 1867, s. 94, which gives 
the Dominion Parliament a limi ted power (when acting in conjunction 
with a Provincial legislature) of changing to a certain extent the pro- 
visions of the British North America Act, in order to secure uniformity 
of laws relating to property and civil rights in three Provinces. 

^ The legislatures of each Province have, nevertheless, authority 
to make laws for “ the amendment from time to time, notwithstanding 
“ anything ” [in the British North America Act, 1867] “ of the 
“ Constitution of the Province, except as regards the office of Lieutenant 
Governor.” See British North America Act, 1867, s. 92. 

® See for examples of amendments of the Dominion Constitution by 
an Imperial statute, the Parliament of Canada Act, 1875 ; the British 
North America Acts, 1915, 1916, and 1930. 

^ British North America Act, 1867, ss. 91, 92. ® /SmZ., ss. 56, 90. 

® Bourinot, Parliarrientary Procedure and Practice in the Dominion 
of Canada (1st ed., 1884), p. 76. 


Chapter 
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The Swiss 
CoTifedera- 
tion. 


Tlds rigM was possibly given with a view to 
obviate altogether the necessity for invoking the law 
courts as interpreters of the constitution ; the 
founders of the Confederation appear in fact to have 
believed that “ the care taken to define the respective 
“powers of the several legislative bodies in the 
“ Dominion would prevent any troublesome or danger- 
“ ous conflict of authority arising between the central 
“ and local governments.” ^ The futility, however, of a 
hope grounded on a misconception of the nature of 
federalism is proved by the existence of two thick 
volumes of reports filled with cases on the constitu- 
tionality of legislative enactments, and by a long list 
of decisions as to the respective powers possessed by 
the Dominion and by the Provincial Parliaments — 
judgments given by the true Supreme Court of the 
Dominion, namely, the Judicial Committee of the 
Privy Council. In Canada, as in the United States, 
the courts inevitably become the interpreters of the 
constitution.* 

Swiss federalism repeats, though with noteworthy 
variations, the essential traits of the federal polity as 
it exists across the Atlantic.* The constitution is the 
law of the land, and cannot be changed either by 
the federal or by the cantonal legislative bodies ; * the 
constitution enforces a distribution of the powers be- 

^ Bourinot, op, cit, p. 694. 

2 For a receat authoritative exposition of the Canadian constitu- 
tion, see W. P. M. Kennedy, The Constituticm of Cariada, 1634-1937 
(1938).~Ed. 

® See App. sec, iv for note of Bibliography, 

* This needs quaMoation. The Federal Assembly has pow to 
change the constitution, subject to the approval of the electors and a 
majority of the Cantons {Constitution Feddrdle, Arts. 85 (14), and 123). 
Li practice the Federal Legislative Assembly plays an important part 
in every change of the constitution. — ^E d. 
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tween the national government and the Cantons, Chapter 
and directly or indirectly defines and limits the 
power of every authority existing under it. The 
Common Government has in Switzerland, as in 
America, three organs — a Federal Legislature, a 
Federal Executive (BundesratK), and a Federal Court 
(Bundesgericht) . 

Of the many interesting and instructive peculi- 
arities which give to Swiss federalism an individual 
character, this is not the occasion to write in detail. 

It lies, however, within the scope of this chapter to note 
that the Constitution of the Confederation differs in 
two most important respects from that of the United 
States. It does not, in the first place, establish any- 
thing like the accurate division between the executive 
and the judicial' departments of government which 
exists both in America and in Canada ; the Executive 
exercises, under the head of “ administrative law,” 
some functions of a judicial character, and thus, for 
example, till 1893 dealt in effect with questions ® having 
reference to the rights of religious bodies. The Federal 
Assembly is the final arbiter on all questions as to the 
respective jurisdiction of the Executive and of the 
Federal Court. The judges of that court are elected by 
the Federal Assembly, they are occupied greatly with 
questions of public law (Staatsrecht), and so experi- 
enced a statesman as Dr. Dubs laments that the Federal 
Court should possess jurisdiction in matters of private! 
law.® When to this it is added that the judgments of 

1 See for example, p. 610, note, post. 

2 The decision thereof belonged till 1893 to the Assembly, guided 
by the Federal Council ; it now belongs to the Federal Court. See 
Dubs, Das dffentliche BecH, ii (2nd ed.), pp. 92-95; Lowell, Governments 
and, Parties in Continental Europe (1896), voL ii, pp. 217, 218. 

^ Constitution Federale, art. 113. 
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Part I. the Federal Court are executed by the Government, it 

at once becomes clear that, according to any English 

standard, Swiss statesmanship has failed as distinctly 
as American statesmanship has succeeded in keeping 
the judicial apart from the executive department of 
government, and that this failure constitutes a serious 
flaw in the Swiss Constitution. That constitution, 
in the second place, does not in reality place, the 
Federal Court on an absolute level with the Federal 
Assembly. That tribunal cannot question the con- 
stitutionality of laws or decrees passed by the Federal 
Parliament.^ From this fact one might suppose 
that the Federal Assembly is (unlike Congress) a 
sovereign body, but this is not so. The reason 
why all Acts of the Assembly must be treated as 
constitutional by the Federal Tribunal is that the 
constitution itself almost precludes the possibility of 
encroachment upon its articles by the federal legisla- 
tive body. No legal revision can take place without 
the assent both of a majority of Swiss citizens and 
of a majority of the Cantons, and an ordinary law 
duly passed by the Federal Assembly may be legally 
annulled by a popular veto. The authority of the 
Swiss Assembly nominally exceeds the authority of 
Congress, because in reality the Swiss legislative body 
is weaker than Congress. For while in each case 
there lies in the background a legislative sovereign 
capable of controlling the action of the ordinary 
legislature, the sovereign power is far more easily 
brought into play in Switzerland than in America. 

^ Constitution FideraU, art. 113 ; and Dubs, op, cit, ii (2nd ed.), 
pp. 92-95, The reason is that all such laws have the tacit consent of 
the majority. If not, a referendum would be demanded to change them. 
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When the sovereign power can easily enforce its will, Chaptei 
it may trust to its own action for maintaining its 
rights ; when, as in America, the same power acts but 
rarely and with difficulty, the courts naturally become 
the guardians of the sovereign’s will expressed in the 
articles of the constitution. 

Our survey from a legal point of view of the com- 
characteristics common to all federal governments be™een 
forcibly suggests conclusions of more than merely 
learal interest, as to the comparative merits of p“- 

^ , liamentary 

federal government, and the system of Parliamentary sove- 

reignty. 

sovereignty. 

Federal government means weak government.^ weakness 

The distribution of all the powers of the state ism! 
among co-ordinate authorities necessarily leads to the 

1 This weakness springs from two different causes : first, the 
division of powers bstv'sen the central Government and the Stetes ; 
secondly, the distribution of powers between the different members 
{p.g, the President and the Senate) of the national Government. The 
first cause of weakness k inherent in the federal system ; the second 
cause of weakness is not (logically at least) inherent in federalism. 

Under a federal constitution the whole authority of the national 
Government might conceivably be lodged in one person or body, 
but we may feel almost certain that in practice the fears enter- 
tained by the separate States of encroachments by the central 
Government on their State rights will prohibit such a concentration 
of authority. 

The statement that federal government means weak government 
should be qualified or balanced by the consideration that a federal 
system sometimes makes it possible for different communities to be 
united as one State when they otherwise could not be united at aU. 

The bond of federal union may be weak, but it may be the strongest 
bond which circumstances allow’. 

The failure and the calamities of the Helvetic Eepublic are a 
warning against the attempt to force upon more or less independ- 
ent states a greater degree of political unity than they will tolerate. 

[The view expressed in the last paragraph would appear to be true 
of the United States; it is not, according to Swiss lawyers, any 
lont^er true that in Switzerland federation means weak government. — 

Ed!] 
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Part I. result tliat no one authority can wield the same amount 
of power as under a Unitarian constitution is possessed 
by the sovereign. A scheme again of checks and 
balances in which the strength of the common govern- 
ment is so to speak pitted against that of the state 
governments leads, on the face of it, to a certain 
waste of energy. A federation therefore wiU always 
be at a disadvantage in a contest with Unitarian 
states of equal resources. Nor does the experience 
either of the United States or of the Swiss con- 
federation invalidate this conclusion. The Union is 
threatened by no powerful neighbours and needs no 
foreign policy.^ Circumstances unconnected with 
constitutional arrangements enable Switzerland to 
preserve her separate existence, though surrounded by 
powerful and at times hostile nations. The mutual 
jealousies moreover incident to federalism do visibly 
weaken the Swiss Republic. Thus, to take one 
example only, each member of the Executive must 
belong to a different canton.® But this rule may 
exclude from the government statesmen of high merit, 
and therefore diminish the resources of the state. A 
rule that each member of the Cabinet should be the 
native of a different county would appear to English- 
men palpably absurd. Yet this absurdity is forced 
upon Swiss politicians, and affords ' one among num- 
erous instances in which the efficiency of the public 
service is sacrificed to the requirements of federal 
sentiment. Switzerland, moreover, is governed under 
a form of democratip federalism which tends towards 

^ The latter part of this statement was' perhaps less true in 1908 
than it was in 1885. 

^ Constitution Feddrale, art. 96s * 
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unitariamsm. Each, revision, increases tEe authority 
of the nation at the expense of cantonal independence. 
This is no doubt in part due to the desire to strengthen 
the nation against foreign attack. It is perhaps also 
due to another circumstance. Federalism, as it de- 
fines, and therefore limits, the powers of each depart- 
ment of the administration, is unfavourable to the 
interference or to the activity of government. Hence 
a federal government can hardly render services to the 
nation by undertaking for the national benefit func- 
tions which may be performed by individuals. This 
may be a merit of the federal system ; it is, however, 
a merit which does not commend itself to modem 
democrats, and no more curious instance can be found 
of the inconsistent currents of popular opinion which 
may at the same time pervade a nation or a genera- 
tion than the coincidence in England of a vague 
admiration for federahsm alongside with a far more 
decided feeling against the doctrines of so-called 
laissez faire. A system meant to maintain the status 
quo in politics is incompatible with schemes for wide 
social innovation. 

Federalism tends to produce conservatism. 

This tendency is due to several causes. The con- 
stitution of a Federal state must, as we have seen, 
generally be not only a written but a rigid constitu- 
tion, that is, a constitution which cannot be changed 
by any ordinary process of legislation. Now this 
essential rigidity of federal institutions is almost 
certain to impress on the minds of citizens the idea 
that any provision included in the constitution is im- 
mutable and, so to speak, sacred. The least observa- 
tion of American politics shows how deeply the notion 


Chapter 
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Conserva- 
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Part 1. that the constitution is something placed beyond the 
reach of amendment has impressed popular imagina- 
tion. The difficulty of altering the constitution 
produces conservative sentiment, and national con- 
servatism doubles the difficulty of altering the 
constitution. The House of Lords has lasted for 
centuries ; the American Senate has now existed for 
more than one hundred years, yet to abolish or alter 
the House of Lords might turn out to be an easier 
matter than to modify the constitution of the Senate.^ 
To this one must add that a federal constitution 
always lays down general principles which, from being 
placed in the constitution, gradually come to command 
a superstitious reverence, and thus are in fact, though 
not in theory, protected from change or criticism. 
The principle that legislation ought not to impair 
obligation of contracts has governed the whole course 
of American opinion. Of the conservative effect of 
such a maxim when forming an article of the constitu- 
tion we may form some measure by the following re- 
flection. If any principle of the like kind had been 
recognised in England as legally binding on the courts, 
the Irish Land Act would have been unconstitutional 
and void ; the Irish Church Act, 1869, would, in great 
part at least, have been from a legal point of view so 
much waste paper, and there would have been great 
difficulty in legislating in the way in which the 
English Parliament has legislated for the reform of 
the Universities. One maxim only among those 
embodied in the Constitution of the United States 
would, that is to say, have been sufficient if adopted 
in England to have arrested the most vigorous efforts 
of recent Parliamentary legislation. 

^ See, ho-wever, note 2, p. 149, avit. 



PA RLIA ME NT A RY SO VBREIGNTY S- FED ERA LISM \ 75 


Federalism, lastly, means legalism — ^the predomi- Chapter 
nance of the judiciary in the constitution — the pre- 
valence of a spirit of legality among the people. Legal 

That in a confederation like the United States the federalum. 
courts become the pivot on which the constitutional 
arrangements of the country turn is obvious. Sove- 
reignty is lodged in a body which rarely exerts its 
authority and has (so to speak) only a potential 
existence ; no legislature throughout the land is more 
than a subordinate law-making body capable in strict- 
ness of enacting nothing but by-laws ; the powers of 
the executive are again limited by the constitution ; 
the interpreters of the constitution are the judges. 

The Bench therefore can and must determine the 
limits to the authority both of the government and 
of the legislature ; its decision is without appeal ; the 
consequence follows that the Bench of judges is not 
only the guardian but also at a given moment the 
master of the constitution.^ Nothing puts in a 

^ The expression “ master of the constitution ” has "been criticised 
on the ground of exaggeration (Sidgwick, Elements of Politics (1897), 
p. 616). The expression, however, though undoubtedly strong, is, 
it is submitted, justifiable, if properly understood. It is true, as 
Sidgwick well pointed out, that the action of the Supreme Court 
is restrained, first, by the liability of the judges to impeachment for 
misconduct, and, secondly, by the fear of provoking disorder. And to 
these restraints a third and more efficient check must be added. The 
numbers of the court may be increased by Congress, and its decision 
in a given case has not even in theory that force as a decisive precedent 
which is attributable to a decision of the House of Lords ; hence if the 
Supreme Court were to pronounce judgments which ran permanently 
counter to the opinion of the party which controlled the government 
of the Union, its action could be altered by adding to the Court 
lawyers who shared the convictions of the ruling party. (See Davis, 

American Gonstitutions ; the Belations of the Three Departments as 
adjusted by a Century (1885), pp. 52-54). It would be idle therefore to 
maintain, what certainly cannot be asserted with truth, that the 
Supreme Court is the sovereign of the United States. It is, however, 
true that at any given moment the court may, on a case coming before 
it, pronounce a judgment which determines the working of the con- 
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Part I. 


Dangers 
arising 
from posi- 
tion of 
judiciary. 


stronger light the inevitable connection between 
federalism and the prominent position of the judicial 
body t.bnu the history of modern Switzerland. The 
statesmen of 1848 desired to give the Bundesgericht 
a far less authoritative position than is possessed by 
the American Supreme Court. They in effect made 
the Federal Assembly for most, what it stiU is for 
some, purposes, a final Court of Appeal. But the 
necessities of the case were too strong for Swiss states- 
manship ; the revision of 1874 greatly increased the 
power of the Federal Tribunal 

From the fact that the judicial Bench supports 
under federal institutions the whole stress of the con- 
stitution, a special danger arises lest the judiciary 
should be unequal to the burden laid upon them. In 
no country has greater skiU been expended on con- 
stituting an august and impressive national tribunal 
than in the United States. Moreover, as already 


stitation. The decision in the Dred Scott Case for example, and still 
more the judicial opinions delivered in deciding the case, had a distinct 
influence on the interpretation of the constitution both by slave- 
owners and by Abolitionists. In terming the court the “ master of 
the constitution” it was not intended to suggest the exercise by it 
of irregular or revolutionary powers. Np doubt, again, the Supreme 
Court may be influenced in delivering its judgments by fear of pro- 
voking violence. This apprehension is admittedly a limit to the full 
exercise of its theoretical powers by the most absolute of despots. 
It was never intended to assert that the Supreme Court, which is 
certainly not the sovereign of the United States, was in the exercise 
of its functions free from restraints which limit the authority of even 
a sovereign power. It must furth^ be noted, in considering how far 
the Supreme Court could in fact exert all the authority theoretically 
vested in it, that it is hardly conceivable that the opinions of the 
court as to, say, the constitutional limits to the authority of Congress 
should not be shared by a large number of American citizens. When- 
ever in short the court differed in its view of the constitution from that 
adopted by the President or the Congress, the Court, it is probable, 
could rely on a large amount of popular support. 



PARLIAMENTAR Y SO VEREIGNTY FEDERALISM 177 

pointed out, the guardianship of the constitution is Chapter 
in America confided not only to the Supreme Court 
but to every judge throughout the land. StiH it is 
manifest that even the Supreme Court can hardly 
support the duties imposed upon it. No one can 
doubt that the varying decisions given in the legal- 
tender cases, or in the line of recent judgments of 
which Munn v. Illinois''- is a specimen, show that the 
most honest judges are after all only honest men, and 
when set to determine matters of pohcy and states- 
manship will necessarily be swayed by political feeling 
and by reasons of state. But the moment that this 
bias becomes obvious a court loses its moral authority, 
and decisions which might be justified on grounds of 
policy excite natural indignation and suspicion when 
they are seen not to be fully justified on grounds of 
law. American critics indeed are to be found who 
allege that the Supreme Court not only is proving 
but always has proved too weak for the burden it is 
called upon to bear, and that it has firom the first 
been powerless whenever it came into conflict with a 
State, or could not count upon the support of the 
Federal Executive. These allegations undoubtedly 
hit a weak spot in the constitution of the great 
tribunal. Its judgments are without force, at any 
rate as against a State if the President refuses the 
means of putting them into execution. “John 
Marshall,” said President Jackson, according to a 
current story,* “ has delivered his judgment ; let 
him now enforce it, if he can ” ; and the judgment 

1 .(1877) 4 Otto 113. 

2 See Sumner, Andrew Jackson (1882 : American Statesmen Series), 

p. 182. 
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Part I. was never put into force. But the weight of 
criticisms repeated from the earliest days of the 
Union may easily be exaggerated.^ Laymen are apt 
to mistake the growth of judicial caution for a sign 
of judicial weakness. Foreign observers, moreover, 
should notice that in a federation the causes which 
bring a body such as the Supreme Court into existence, 
also supply it with a source of ultimate power. The 
Supreme Court and institutions like it are the pro- 
tectors of the federal compact, and the validity of 
that compact is, in the long run, the guarantee for 
the rights of the separate States. It is the interest 
of every man who wishes the federal constitution 
to be observed, that the judgments of the federal 
tribunals should be respected. It is therefore no bold 
assumption that, as long as the people of the United 
States wish to keep up the balanced system of 
federalism, they will ultimately compel the central 
government to support the authority of the federal 
court. Critics of the court are almost driven to 
assert that the American people are indifferent to 
State Rights. The assertion may or may not be true ; 
it is a matter on which no English critic should 
speak with confidence. But censures on the working 
of a federal court tell very little against such an 
institution if they establish nothing more than the 
almost self-evident proposition that a federal tribunal 
will be ineffective and superfluous when the United 
States shall have ceased to be in reality a federation. 

^ See Davis, Armican Constitutions; the Edatums of the Three De- 
partment as adjusted by a CeMury (1885), pp. 65-67. Davis is distinctly 
of opinion that the power of the courts both of the United States and 
of the separate States has increased steadily since the foundation of 
the Union. 
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A federal court lias no proper place in a Unitarian cihapter 
Republic. ^ 

Judges, further, must be appointed by some 
authority which is not judicial, and where decisions 
of a court control the action of government there 
exists an irresistible temptation to appoint magis- 
trates who agree (honestly it may be) with the views 
of the executive. A strong argument pressed against 
Mr. Blaine’s election was, that he would have the 
opportunity as President of nominating four judges, 
and that a politician allied with railway companies 
was likely to pack the Supreme Court with men 
certain to wrest the law in favour of mercantile cor- 
porations. The accusation may have been baseless ; 
the fact that it should have been made, and that even 
“ Republicans ” should declare that the time had come 
when “ Democrats ” should no longer be excluded 
from the Bench of the United States, tells plainly 
enough of the special evils which must be weighed 
against the undoubted benefits of making the courts 
rather than the legislature the arbiters of the consti- 
tution. 

That a federal system again can flourish only FederaUam 
among communities imbued with a legal spirit and where a 
trained to reverence the law is as certain as can be 
any conclusion of political speculation. Federalism prevao. 
substitutes litigation for legislation, and none but a 
law-fearing people will be inclined to regard the 
decision of a suit as equivalent to the enactment of 
a law. The main reason why the United States has 
carried out the federal system with imequalled success 
is that the people of the Union are more thoroughly 
imbued with legal ideas than any other existing 
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Part I. nation. Constitutional questions arising out of eitter 
the constitutions of the separate States or the articles 
of the federal constitution are of daily occurrence 
and constantly occupy the courts. Hence the 
citizens become a people of constitutionalists, and 
matters which excite the strongest popular feeling, 
as, for instance, the right of Chinese to settle in the 
country, are determined by the judicial Bench, and, 
the decision of the Bench is acquiesced in by the 
people. This acquiescence or submission is due to the 
Americans inheriting the legal notions of the common 
law, i.e. of the “most legal system of law” (if the 
expression may be allowed) in the . world. Tocque- 
viUe long ago remarked that the Swiss fell far short 
of the Americans in reverence for law and justice.^ 
The events of the last sixty years suggest that he 
perhaps underrated Swiss submission to law. But 
the law to which Switzerland is accustomed recognises 
wide discretionary power on the part of the execu- 
tive, and has never fully severed the functions of the 
judge from those of the government. Hence Swiss 
federalism fails, just where one would expect it to fail, 
in maintaining that complete authority of the courts 
which is necessary to the perfect federal system. But 
the Swiss, though they may not equal the Americans 
in reverence for judicial decisions, are a law-respecting 
nation. One may well doubt whether there are many 
states to be found where the mass of the people 
would leave so much political influence to the courts. 
Yet any nation who cannot acquiesce in the finality 
of possibly mistaken judgments is hardly fit to form 
part of a federal state.® 

^ See passage cited, pp. 184-187, post. 

® Cf., however, App. sec. iv. 
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CHAPTER rV 


THE RULE OF LAW : ITS NATURE AND GENERAL 
APPLICATIONS^ 


Two features have at all times since the Norman Chaptei 
Conquest characterised the political institutions of — L 

T7»i_ j The Rule 

England. of Law. 

The first of these features is the omnipotence or 
undisputed supremacy throughout the whole country 
of the central government. This authority of the 
state or the nation was during the earlier periods of 
our history represented by the power of the Crown. 

The King was the source of law and the maintainer 
of order. The maxim of the courts, tmt fuit in luy 
et vient de lui al conrnwncement^ was originally the 
expression of an actual and undoubted fact. This 
royal supremacy has now passed into that sovereignty 
of Parliament which has formed the main subject of 
the foregoing chapters.® 


1 Dr. Jennings among writers in England is the most formidable 
critic of Dicey and in particular of this Part. See especially The Law 
and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), ch. i, ii, vi, and App. ii, and the 
article, “ In Praise of Dicey,” in Public Administration, vol. xi. No. 2 
(April, 1935 ).— Ed. 

* Year Books, xxiv Edward III., cited Gneist, Englische V erwaltungs- 
reoM (1867), voL i, p. 454. ® See Part i, ante. 
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Partn. The second of these features, which is closely con- 

nected with the first, is the rule or supremacy of law. 

This peculiarity of our polity is well expressed in the 
old saw of the courts, “ ia ley est le plus haute 
“ inhentance^ que le roy ad ; car par la ley il mime 
“ et toutes ses sujets sent rul^s, et si la ley ne fuit. 
“ nvl roi, et nul inheritance sera ” ^ 

This supremacy of the law, or the security given 
under the English constitution to the rights of indi- 
viduals looked at from various points of view, forms 
the subject of this part of this treatise. 

The rule Foreign observers of English manners, such for 
Enjrud example as Voltaire, De Lolme, de Tocqueville, or 
Gneist, have been far more struck than have English- 
ohse^Vers. themselves with the fact that England is a 
country governed, as is scarcely any other part of 
Europe, under the rule of law ; and admiration or 
astonishment at the legality of English habits and 
feeling is nowhere better expressed than in a curious 
passage from de Tocqueville’s writings, which compares 
the Switzerland and the England of 1836 in respect of 
the spirit which pervades their laws and manners, 
de Toeque- “ I am not about,” he writes, “ to compare Switzer- 
^^ou^the „ land ^ with the United States, but with Great Britain, 
la^* “ When you examine the two countries, or even if you 
through them, you perceive, in my judg- 
oonti^ “ ment, the most astonishing differences between them, 
land. “ Take it all in all, England seems to be much more re- 

1 Tear Books, six. Henry VI,eited Gneist, op. dt., vol. i, p. 466. 

® Many of de TooqueviDe’s remarks ■were not applicable to the 
Switzerland of 1908 ; they refer to a period before the creation in 1848 
of the Swiss Pederal. Constitution ^ and see App. sec. iv for a revision 
of the author’s note on the S'wiss Constitution. — ^E d. 
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“ publican tian the Helvetic Republic. The principal Chapter 
“ differences are found in the institutions of the two 
“ countries, and especially in their customs {mceurs). 

“1. In almost ah the Swiss Cantons liberty of the 
“ press is a very recent thing. 

“ 2. In almost all of them individual liberty is by 
“no means completely guaranteed, and a man may 
“ be arrested administratively and detained in prison 
“ without much formality. 

“ 3. The courts have not, generally speaking, a 
“ perfectly independent position. 

“ 4. In all the Cantons trial by jury is unknown. 

“ 5. In several Cantons the people were thirty- 
“ eight years ago entirely without political rights. 
“Aargau, Thurgau, Tessin, Vaud, and parts of the 
“ Cantons of Zurich and Berne were in this condition. 

“The preceding observations apply even more 
“ strongly to customs than to institutions. 

“ i. In many of the Swiss Cantons the majority of 
“ the citizens are quite without taste or desire for self- 
-government, and have not acquired the habit of it. 

“In any crisis they interest themselves about their 
“ affairs, but you never see in them the thirst for 
“political rights and the craving to take part in 
“public affairs which seem to torment Englishmen 
“ throughout their lives. 

“ ii. The Swiss abuse the liberty of the press on 
“account of its being a recent form of liberty, and 
“ Swiss newspapers are much more revolutionary and 
“ much less practical than English newspapers. 

“iii. The Swiss seem still to look upon associa- 
“tions from much the same point of view as the 
— French, that is to say, they consider them as a 
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Part II. “ means of revolution, and not as a slow and sure 

“ method for obtaining redress of wrongs. The art of 

“ associating and of making use of the right of asso- 
“ ciation is but little understood in Switzerland. 

“iv. The Swiss do not show the -love of justice 
“ which is such a strong characteristic of the English. 
“ Their courts have no place in the political arrange- 
“ments of the country, and exert no influence on 
“public opinion. The love of justice, the peaceful 
“ and legal introduction of the judge into the domain 
“ of politics, are perhaps the most standing charaeter- 
“ istics of a free people. 

“ V. Finally, and this really embraces all the rest, 
“ the Swiss do not show at bottom that respect for 
“justice, that love of law, that dislike of using force, 
“ without which no free nation can exist, which strikes 
“ strangers so forcibly in England. 

“ I sum up these impressions in a few words. 

“ Whoever travels in the United States is involun- 
“ tarily and instinctively so impressed with the fact 
“ that the spirit of liberty and the taste for it have 
“ pervaded all the habits of the American people, that 
“ he cannot conceive of them under any but a Eepub- 
“ lican government. In the same way it is impossible 
“ to think of the English as living under any but a 
“ free govenftnent. But if violence were to destroy the 
“ Republican institutions in most of the Swiss Cantons, 
“ it would be by no means certain that after rather a 
“ short state of transition the people would not grow 
“accustomed to the loss of liberty. In the United 
“ States and in England there seems to be more liberty 
“ in the customs than in the laws of the people. In 
“ Switzerland there seems to be more liberty in the 



ITS NATURE AND GENERAL APPLICATIONS 187 


“ laws than in the customs of the cotmtry.” ^ Chapter 

de Tocqueville’s language has a twofold hearing on 

our present topic. His words point in the clearest Bearing of 

^ n<ie Tocque- 

manner to the rule, predominance, or supremacy oi vuie’s re- 
law as the distinguishing characteristic of English mMnLg”of 
institutions. They further direct attention to the ^uieofiaw. 
extreme vagueness of a trait of national character 
which is as noticeable as it is hard to portray, 
de TocqueviUe, we see, is clearly perplexed how to 
define a feature of English manners of which he at 
once recognises the existence ; he mingles or confuses 
together the habit of self-government, the love of 
order, the respect for justice and a legal turn of mind. 

All these sentiments are intimately allied, but they 
cannot without confusion be identified with each other. 

If, however, a critic as acute as de TocqueviUe formd a 
difficulty in describing one of the most marked pecu- 
liarities of English life, we may safely conclude that 
we ourselves, whenever we talk of Englishmen as 
loving the government of law, or of the supremacy of 
law as being a characteristic of the English constitu- 
tion, are using words which, though they possess a 
real significance, are nevertheless to most persons who 
employ them full of vagueness and ambiguity. If 
therefore we are ever to appreciate the full import of 
the idea denoted by the term “rule, supremacy, or 
predominance of law,” we must first determine pre- 
cisely what we mean by such expressions when we 
apply them to the British constitution. 

When we say that the supremacy or the rule of ^ree^ ^ 
law is a characteristic of the English constitution, we of mie of 

law. 

1 See de TocqueviUe, (Euvres completes (14th ed., 1864), vol. viii 
(Melanges historiques), pp. 456-457. 
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Part n. 


Absence of 
arbitrary 
power on 
part of the 
govern- 
ment. 


Contrast 

between 

England 

and the 

Continent 

at present 

day. 


generally include under one expression at least three 
distinct though kindred conceptions. 

We mean, in the first place, that no man is punish- 
able or can be lawfully made to suffer in body or 
goods except for a distinct breach of law established in 
the ordinary legal manner before the ordinary courts 
of the land. In this sense the rule of law is contrasted 
with every system of government based on the exer- 
cise by persons in authority of wide, arbitrary, or 
discretionary powers of constraint. 

Modern Englishmen may at first feel some surprise 
that the “ rule of law ” (in the sense in which we are 
now using the term) should be considered as in any 
way a peculiarity of English institutions, since, at the 
present day, it may seem to be not so much the pro- 
perty of any one nation as a trait common to every 
civilised and orderly state. Yet, even if we confine 
our observation to the existing condition of Europe, 
we shall soon be convinced that the “rule of law” 
even in this narrow sense is peculiar to England, or 
to those countries which, like the United States of 
America, have inherited English traditions. In almost 
every continental community the executive exercises 
far wider discretionary authority in the matter of 
arrest, of temporary imprisonment, of expulsion from 
its territory, and the like, than is either legally 
claimed or in fact exerted by the government in 
England ; and a study of European politics now and 
again reminds English readers that wherever there is 
discretion there is room for arbitrariness, and that in a 
republic no less than under a monarchy discretionary 
authority on the part of the government must mean 
insecurity for legal freedom on the part of its subjects. 
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If, however, we confined our observation to the 
Europe of to-day (1908), we might well say that in 
most European countries the rule of law is now nearly 
as well estabhshed as in England, and that private 
individuals at any rate who do not meddle in politics 
have little to fear, as long as they keep the law, either 
from the Government or from any one else ; and we 
might therefore feel some difficulty in understanding 
how it ever happened that to foreigners the absence 
of arbitrary power on the part of the Crown, of the 
executive, and of every other authority in England, has 
always seemed a striking feature, we might almost say 
the essential characteristic, of the English constitution.^ 

Our perplexity is entirely removed by carrying 
back our minds to the time when the English consti- 
tution began to be criticised and admired by foreign 
thinkers. During the eighteenth century many of 
the continental governments were far from oppressive, 
but there was no continental country where men were 
secure from arbitrary power. The singularity of Eng- 
land was not so much the goodness or the leniency 
as the legality of the Enghsh system of government. 
When Voltaire came to England — and Voltaire 
represented the feeling of his age — his predominant 
sentiment clearly was that he had passed out of the 
realm of despotism to a land where the laws might be 
harsh, but where men were ruled by law and not by 

1 “ La libert4 est le droit de faire tout ce que les lois permettent ; 
“ et si uu citoyeu pouvoit faire ce qu’elles d^fendent, il n’auroit plus de 
“ liberty, parce que les autres auroient tout de m4me ce pouvoir.’’ — 
Montesquieu, De V esprit des lois (1845), bk. sd, ch. iii. 

“ II y a aussi une nation dans le monde qui a pour objet direct de 
“ sa constitution la liberte politique.’’ — Ibid. cb. v. The English are 
this nation. 


Chapter 

IV. 


Contrast 
between 
England 
and Conti- 
nent during 
eighteenth 
century. 
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Part n. caprice.’^ He tad good reason to know tte difierence. 
In 1717 Voltaire was sent to tte Bastille for a pDem 
wtict te had not written, of wtict te did not know 
tte author, and with the sentiment of which he did 
not agree. What adds to the oddity, in English eyes, 
of the whole transaction is that the Regent treated the 
affair as a sort of joke, and, so to speak, “ chaffed ” the 
supposed author of the satire “/ have seen” on being 
about to pay a visit to a prison which he “ had not 
seen.”® In 1725 Voltaire, then the literary hero of 
his country, was lured off from the table of a Duke, 
and was thrashed by lackeys in the presence of their 
noble master ; he was unable to obtain either legal or 
honourable redress, and because he complained of this 
outrage, paid a second visit to the BastiUe. This 
indeed was the last time in which he was lodged within 
the walls of a French gaol, but his whole life was a 
series of contests with arbitrary power, and nothing 
but his fame, his deftness, his infinite resource, and 
ultimately his wealth, saved him from penalties far 
more severe than temporary imprisonment. More- 
over, the price at which Voltaire saved his property 
and his life was after all exile from France. Whoever 
wants to see how exceptional a phenomenon was that 
supremacy of law which existed in England during 

^ “ Les oirconstanoes qui oontraignaient Voltaire i. cheroher tin 
“refuge ohez nos voisins devaient lui inspirer nne grande sympathie 
, ‘‘ pour des institutions oil il n’y avait nuUe place k I’arbitraire. ‘ La 

‘‘ raison est libre ioi et n’y connatt point de contrainte.’ On y respire 
un air plus genereux, I’on se sent an milieu de oitoyens qui n’ont pas 
tort de porter le front haut, de marcher fi^ement, surs qu’on n’eut pu 
‘‘ toucher k un seul cheveu de leur tSte, et n’ayant a redoubter ni lettres 
“ de cachet, ni captivity immotivee.”— Desnoiresterres, Voltaire et la 
SocUU au XVIIF^”^ Slide (2nd ed., vol. i, 1871), p. 365. 

* Desnoiresterres, Vdtaire et la SodiU au SUde (2nd ed 

vol. i), pp. 344-364. 
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the eighteenth, century should read such a book as Chapter 
Morley’s Life of Diderot. The efEort lasting for 
twenty-two years to get the Encychpedie published 
was a struggle on the part of all the distinguished 
literary men in France to obtain utterance for their 
thoughts. It is hard to say whether the difficulties or 
the success of the contest bear the strongest witness to 
the wayward arbitrariness of the French Government. 

Royal lawlessness was not peculiar to specially 
detestable monarchs such as Louis the Fifteenth : it 
was inherent in the French system of administration. 

An idea prevails that Louis the Sixteenth at least was 
not an arbitrary, as he assuredly was not a cruel ruler. 

But it is an error to suppose that up to 1789 anything 
hke the supremacy of law existed under the French 
monarchy. The folly, the grievances, and the mystery 
of the Chevalier D’Eon made as much noise little more 
than a century ago as the imposture of the Claimant 
in our own day. The memory of these things is not 
in itself worth reviving. What does deserve to be 
kept in remembrance is that in 1778, in the days of 
Johnson, of Adam Smith, of Gibbon, of Cowper, of 
Burke, and of Mansfield, during the continuance of the 
American war and within eleven years of the assem- 
bling of the States General, a brave officer and a dis- 
tinguished diplomatist could for some offence still 
unknown, without trial and without conviction, be 
condemned to undergo a penance and disgrace which 
could hardly be rivalled by the fanciful caprice of the 
torments inflicted by Oriental despotism.^ 

^ It is worth notice that even after the meeting of the States 
General the King was apparently reluctant to give up altogether the 
powers exercised by lettres de cachet. See “ Declaration des intentions 
du Koi,” art. 15, Plouard, Les Constitutions frcmgaises (1871-1876), p. 10. 
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Partn. Nor let it be imagmed tbat during tbe latter part 
of tbe eighteenth century the government of France 
was more arbitrary than that of other countries. To 
entertain such a supposition is to misconceive utterly 
the condition of the continent. In France, law and 
public opinion counted for a great deal more than in 
Spain, in the petty States of Italy, or in the Princi- 
pahties of Germany. AU the evils of despotism which 
attracted the notice of the world in a great kingdom 
such as France existed under worse forms in countries 
where, just because tbe evil was so much greater, it 
attracted the less attention. Tbe power of tbe French 
monarch was criticised more severely than the law- 
lessness of a score of petty tyrants, not because the 
French King ruled more despotically than other 
crowned heads, but because the French people ap- 
peared from the eminence of the nation to have a 
special claim to freedom, and because the ancient 
kingdom of France was the typical representative of 
despotism. This explains the thrill of enthusiasm 
with which all Europe greeted the fall of the Bastille. 
When the fortress was taken, there were not ten 
prisoners within its walls ; at that very moment 
hundreds of debtors languished in English gaols. Yet 
all England hailed the triumph of the French popu- 
lace with a fervour which to Englishmen of the 
twentieth century is at first sight hardly compre- 
hensible. Eeflection makes clear enough the cause 
of a feeling which spread through the length and 
breadth of the civilised world. The Bastille was 
the outward and visible sign of lawless power. Its 
frU was felt, and felt truly, to herald in for the rest 
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of Europe tliat rule of law wMch. already existed in chapter 
England.^ 

We mean in tlie second place,* when we speak of 
tne rule of law as a cliaracteristic of our country, ordinary 
not only that with us no man is above the law, but stored by 
(what is a different thing) that here every man, 
whatever be his rank or condition, is subject to the 
ordinary law of the realm and amenable to the juris- 
diction of the ordinary tribunals. 

In England the idea of legal equality, or of the 
universal subjection of all classes to one law admini- 
stered by the ordinary courts, has been pushed to its 
utmost limit. With us every official, from the Prime 
Minister down to a constable or a collector of taxes, 
is under the same responsibility for every act done 
without legal justification as any other citizen. The 
Keports abound with cases in which officials have 
been brought before the courts, and made, in their 
personal capacity, liable to punishment, or to the 
payment of damages, for acts done in their official 
character but in excess of their lawful authority. A 
colonial governor,® a secretary of state,* a military 

^ For English sentiment with reference to the servitude of the 
French, see Goldsmith, The, Citizen of the World, Letter iv ; and see 
ibid,. Letter xxxviii, for a contrast between the execution of Lord 
Ferrers and the impunity with which a French nobleman was allowed 
to commit murder because of his relationship to the Royal family ; 
and for the general state of feeling throughout Europe, de Tocqueville, 

QSuvres complUes (14th ed., 1864), vol. vih (Melanges historiques), 
pp. 57-72. The idea of the rule of law in this sense implies, or is at 
any rate closely connected with, the absence of any dispensing power 
on the part either of the Crown or its servants. See Bill of Rights, 
Preamble 1 (Stubbs, Select Charters (8th ed., 1900), p. 523 ; cf. Miller v. 
JSrwoa;(1833) 6 Scott, 1 ; Attorney-General v. Kissane (1893) 32L.R. Ir. 220. 

2 For first meaning see p. 188, ante, 

® Mostyn v. Fabrigas (1774) 1 Cowp. 161 ; Musgrave v. Pulido (1879) 

5 App. Cas. 102 ; K. & L. 462 ; Governor WalVs Case (1802) 28 St. Tr. 51. 

^ Entick V. Carrington (1765) 19 St. Tr. 1030 : K. & L. 145. 
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Contrast in 
this respect 
between 
England 
and France, 


ofiGicer,^ and all subordinates, tbougb carrying out tbe 
commands of their oflacial superiors, are as responsible 
for any act which the law does not authorise as is 
any private and unofficial person.^ Officials, such for 
example as soldiers ^ or clergyman of the Established 
Church, are, it is true, in England as elsewhere, 
subject to laws which do not affect the rest of the 
nation, and are in some instances amenable to tri- 
bunals which have no jurisdiction over their fellow- 
countrymen ; officials, that is to say, are to a certain 
extent governed under what may be termed official 
law. But this fact is in no way inconsistent with the 
principle that aU men are in England subject to the 
law of the realm ; for though a soldier or a clergy- 
man incurs from his position legal liabilities from 
which other men are exempt, he does not (speaking 
generally) escape thereby from the duties of an 
ordinary citizen. 

An Englishman naturally imagines that the rule 
of law (in the sense in which we are now using the 
term) is a trait common to aU civilised societies. But 
this supposition is erroneous. Most European nations 
had indeed, by the end of the eighteenth century, 
passed through that stage of development (from which 
England emerged before the end of the sixteenth 
century) when nobles, priests, and others could defy 
the law. But it is even now far from universally 
true that in continental countries all persons are 
subject to one and the same law, or that the courts 
are supreme throughout the state. If we take 

1 Pimi'ps V. Byre. (1867) L.R. 4 Q.B. 225 ; K. & L. 431. 

^ See p. 489, fost. 

® As to tke legal position of soldiers, see oh. viii and ix, and App. 
sec. T, jjosi. 
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France as the type of a continental state, we may Chapter 
assert, with substantial accuracy, that officials — 
under which word should be included aU persons General 
employed in the service of the state — ^are, or have constitu- 
been,^ in their official capacity, to some extent are'resST 
exempted firom the ordinary law of the land, protected 
from the iurisdiction of the ordinary tribunals, and 
subject in certain respects only to official law ad- 
ministered by official bodies.® 

There remains yet a third and a different sense in 
which the “ rule of law ” or the predominance of the 
legal spirit may be described as a special attribute of 
English institutions. We may say that the constitu- 
tion is pervaded by the rule of law on the ground 
that the general principles of the constitution (as for 
example the right to personal liberty, or the right 
of public meeting) are with us the result of judicial 
decisions determining the rights of private persons in 
particular cases brought before the courts ; ® whereas 
imder many foreign constitutions the security (such 

^ TOe Law and, the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938) ; see pp. 210 et seq. 

Dr. Jennings points out that the words “ or have been,” did not appear 
in earlier editions. This is ec[ually true of the qualification ** to some 
extent.” CJf. 6th ed., p. 190, with 7th ed., p. 190 . — Ed. 

^ See ch. xii as to the contrast between the rule of law and foreign 
administrative law, but see App. sec. i, (2) and (4), and Jennings, The 
Law and the Ccmstitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 207 et seq. 

3 CJf. Calvings Case (1608) 7 Co. Rep. la; Campbell v. Hall (1774) 

Lofft. 655; J. & Y. 39; Wilhes v. Wood (1763) 19 St. Tr. 1153; 

MostynY, Fahrigas (1774) 1 Cowp. 161. Parhamentaiy declarations of 
the law such as the Petition of Right and the Bill of Rights have a 
certain afiSnity to judicial decisions. [Cf. Jennings, op. cit., pp. 38-40, 
where the point is made that this aspect of the rule of law is only true 
of principles for the protection of private rights. It is untrue of the 
principles of the supremacy of Parliament and of the independence of 
the judges. The latter is statutory ; the former rests upon no judicial 
decision. — En.] 

M 
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Part n. as it is) given to the rights of individuals results, or 

appears to result, from the general principles of the 

constitution. 

This is one portion at least of the fact vaguely 
hinted at in the current but misguiding statement 
that “ the constitution has not been made but has 


“grown.” This dictum, if taken literally, is absurd. 
“ Political institutions (however the proposition may 
“ be at times ignored) are the work of men, owe their 
“ origin and their whole existence to human will. 
“ Men did not wake up on a summer morning and 
“find them sprung up. Neither do they resemble 
“ trees, which, once planted, are ‘ aye growing ’ while 
“ men ‘are sleeping.’ In every stage of their existence 
“ they are made what they are by human voluntary 
“ agency.” ^ 

Yet, though this is so, the dogma that the form 
of a government is a sort of spontaneous growth so 
closely bound up with the life of a people that we 
can hardly treat it as a product of human will and 
energy, does, though in a loose and inaccurate fashion, 
bring into view the fact that some polities, and among 
them the English constitution, have not been created 
at one stroke, and, far from being the result of legis- 
lation, in the ordinary sense of that term, are the 
fruit of contests carried on in the courts on behalf of 
the rights of individuals. Our constitution, in short, 
is a judge-made constitution, and it bears on its face 


all the features, good and bad, of judge-made law. 
Contrast Heuce flow uoteworthy distinctions between the 
constitution of England and the constitutions of most 
"d countries. 


Foreign 

constitu- 

tions. 


^ Mill, Considerations on Re^esentative Government (3rd ed., 1865), 
p. 4. 
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There is in the English constitution an absence of 
those declarations or definitions of rights so dear to 
foreign constitutionalists. Such principles, moreover, 
as you can discover in the English constitution are, 
like all maviTna established by judicial legislation, 
mere generalisations drawn either from the decisions 
or dicta of judges, or from statutes which, being 
passed to meet special grievances, bear a close resem- 
blance to judicial decisions, and are in effect judg- 
ments pronounced by the High Court of Parliament. 
To put what is really the same thing in a somewhat 
different shape, the relation of the rights of individuals 
to the principles of the constitution is not quite the 
same in countries like Belgium, where the constitution 
is the result of a legislative act, as it is in England, 
where the constitution itself is based upon legal 
decisions. In Belgium, which may be taken as a type 
of countries possessing a constitution formed by a 
deliberate act of legislation, you may say with truth 
that the rights of individuals to personal liberty flow 
from or are secured by the constitution. In England 
the right to individual liberty is part of the constitu- 
tion, because it is secured by the decisions of the 
courts, extended or confirmed as they are by the 
Habeas Corpus Acts. If it be allowable to apply the 
formulas of logic to questions of law, the difference in 
this matter between the constitution of Belgium and 
the English constitution may be described by the 
statement that in Belgium individual rights are de- 
ductions drawn from the principles of the constitution, 
whilst in England the so-called principles of the con- 
stitution are inductions or generalisations based upon 
particular decisions pronounced by the courts as to 
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Part II. the rights of given individuals. 

This is of course a merely formal difference. 

Liberty is as well secured in Belgium as in England, 
and as long as this is so it matters nothing whether 
we say that individuals are free from all risk of arbi- 
trary arrest, because liberty of person is guaranteed 
by the constitution, or that the right to personal 
freedom, or in other words to protection from arbi- 
trary arrest, forms part of the constitution because it 
is secured by the ordinary law of the land. But 
though this merely formal distinction is in itself of no 
moment, provided always that the rights of individuals 
are really secure, the question whether the right to 
personal freedom or the right to freedom of worship is 
likely to be secure does depend a good deal upon the 
answer to the inquiry whether the persons who con- 
sciously or unconsciously build up the constitution of 
their country begin with definitions or declarations of 
rights, or with the contrivance of remedies by which 
rights may be enforced or secured. Now, most foreign 
constitution-makers have begun with declarations of 
rights. For this they have often been in nowise 
to blame. Their course of action has more often 
than not been forced upon them by the stress of 
circumstances, and by the consideration that to lay 
down general principles of law is the proper and natural 
function of legislators. But any knowledge of history 
suBSces to show that foreign constitution^sts have, 
while occupied in defining rights, given insufficient 
attention to the absolute necessity for the provision 
of adequate remedies by which the rights they pro- 
claimed ruight be enforced. The Constitution of 
1791 proclaimed liberty of conscience, liberty of the 
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press, the right of public meeting, the responsibility Chapter 
of government officials.^ But there never was a 
period in the recorded annals of mankind when each 
and all of these rights were so insecure, one might 
almost say so completely non-existent, as at the 
height of the French Eevolution. And an observer 
may well doubt whether a good number of these 
liberties or rights are even now so well protected 
under the French Eepublic as under the English 
Monarchy. On the other hand, there runs through 
the English constitution that inseparable connection 
between the means of enforcing a right and the right 
to be enforced which is the strength of judicial legis- 
lation, The saw, vhi jus ibi remedium, becomes from 
this point of view something much more important 
than a mere tautologous proposition. In its bearing 
upon constitutional law, it means that the English- 
men whose labours gradually framed the complicated 
set of laws and institutions which we call the Consti- 
tution, fixed their minds far more intently on providing 
remedies for the enforcement of particular rights or 
(what is merely the same thing looked at from the 
other side) for averting definite wrongs, than upon 
any declaration of the Eights of Man or of English- 
men. The Habeas Corpus Acts declare no principle 
and define no rights, but they are for practical pur- 
poses worth a hundred constitutional articles guaran- 
teeing individual liberty. Nor let it be supposed that 
this connection between rights and remedies which 
depends upon the spirit of' law pervading English 

1 See PloTiard, Les Constitutions frangaises (1871-1876), pp. 14-16 ; 

Duguit et Monnier, Les Constitutions et les principales lois folitiques 
de la France depuis 1789 (1898), pp. 4, 5, 
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Partn. institutioBS is inconsistent witli the existence of a 

written constitution, or even with the existence of 

constitutional declarations of rights. The Constitu- 
tion of the United States and the constitutions of the 
separate States are embodied in written or printed 
documents, and contain declarations of rights. Sut 
the statesmen of America have shown unrivalled skill 
in providing means for giving legal security to the 
rights declared by American constitutions. The rule 
of law is as marked a feature of the United States as 
of England. 

The fact, again, that in many foreign countries the 
rights of individuals, e.g. to personal freedom, depend 
upon the constitution, whilst in England the law of 
the constitution is little else than a generalisation of 
the rights which the courts secure to individuals, has 
this important result. The general rights guaranteed 
by the constitution may be, and in foreign countries 


^ The Petition of Eight, and the Bill of Rights, as also the American 
Declarations of Rights, contain, it may he said, proclamations of general 
principles which resemble the declarations of rights known to foreign 
constitutionalists, and especially the celebrated Declaration of the Rights 
of Ma n of 1789. But the English and American Declarations on the 
one hand, and foreign declarations of rights on the other, though 
bearing an apparent resemblance to each other, are at bottom remark- 
able rather by way of contrast than of similarity. The Petition of 
Right and the Bill of Rights are not so much “ declarations of rights ” 
in the foreign sense of the term, as judicial condemnations of claims or 
practices on the part of the Crown, which are thereby pronounced 
iUegaL It wiR be found that every, or nearly every, clause in the two 
celebrated documents negatives some distinct claim made and put into 
force on behalf of the prerogative. No doubt the Declarations con- 
tained in the American constitutions have a real similarity to the 
continental declarations of rights. They are the product of eighteenth- 
centuiy ideas ; they have, however, it is submitted, the distinct pur- 
pose of legally controlling the action of the legislature by the Articles 
of the Constitution. See p. 484 for Bill of Rights and Act of Settle- 
ment. 
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constantly are, suspended. They are something ex- 
traneous to and independent of the ordinary course of 
the law. The declaration of the Belgian constitution, 
that individual liberty is “ guaranteed,” betrays a way 
of looking at the rights of individuals very different 
from the way in which such rights are regarded by 
English lawyers. We can hardly say that one right 
is more guaranteed than another. Freedom from 
arbitrary arrest, the right to express one’s opinion on 
all matters subject to the liability to pay compensa- 
tion for libellous or to suffer punishment for seditious 
or blasphemous statements, and the right to enjoy one’s 
own property, seem to Englishmen all to rest upon 
the same basis, namely, on the law of the land. To 
say that the “ constitution guaranteed ” one class of 
rights more than the other would be to an English- 
man an unnatural or a senseless form of speech. In 
the Belgian constitution the words have a definite 
meaning. They imply that no law invading personal 
freedom can be passed without a modification of the 
constitution made in the special way in which alone 
the constitution can be legally changed or amended. 
This, however, is not the point to which our immediate 
attention should be directed. The matter to be noted 
is, that where the right to individual freedom is a 
result deduced from the principles of the constitution, 
the idea readily occurs that the right is capable of 
being suspended or taken away. Where, on the other 
hand, the right to individual freedom is part of the 
constitution because it is inherent in the ordinary law 
of the land, the right is one which can hardly be 
destroyed without a thorough revolution in the in- 
stitutions and manners of the nation. The so-called 


Chapter 

IV. 
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Part n. 


Summary 
of mean- 
iugs of 
Rule of 
Law 


“ suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act ” bears, it is 
true, a certain similarity to what is called in foreign 
countries “ suspending the constitutional guarantees.” 
But, after all, a statute suspending the Habeas Corpus 
Act falls very far short of what its popular name 
seems to imply ; and though a serious measure 
enough, is not, in reality, more than a suspension 
of one particular remedy for the protection of 
personal freedom.^ The Habeas Corpus Act may 
be suspended and yet Englishmen may enjoy almost 
all the rights of citizens. The constitution being 
based on the rule of law, the suspension of the con- 
stitution, as far as such a thing can be conceived 
possible, would mean with us nothing less than a 
revolution. 

That “rule of law,” then, which forms a funda- 
mental principle of the constitution, has three mean- 
ings, or may be regarded from three different points 
of view. 

It means, in the first place, the absolute suprem- 
acy or predominance of regular law as opposed to the 
influence of arbitrary power, and excludes the exist- 
ence of arbitrariness, of prerogative, or even of wide 
discretionary authority on the part of the govern- 
ment. Englishmen are ruled by the law, and by the 
law alone; a man may with us be punished for a 
breach of law, but he can be punished for nothing 
else. 

It means, again, equality before the law, or the 
equal subjection of all classes to the ordinary law of 
the land administered by the ordinary law courts ; 

^ See App. sec. i (6) (A), p. 521, for a reference to the Defence of 
tile Realm Acts, 1914-15. 
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the “ role of law ” in this sense excludes the idea of Chapta 
any exemption of officials or others from the duty of 
obedience to the law which governs other citizens or 
from, the jurisdiction of the ordinary tribunals ; there 
can be with us nothing really corresponding to the 
“ administrative law ” {droit administratif) or the 
“ administrative tribunals” {tribunavx ad/ministratifs) 
of France.^ The notion which lies at the bottom of 
the “ administrative law ” known to foreign countries 
is, that affairs or disputes in which the government 
or its servants are concerned are beyond the sphere 
of the civil courts and must be dealt with by special 
and more or less official bodies. This idea is utterly 
unknown to the law of England, and indeed is funda- 
mentally inconsistent with our traditions and customs. 

The “rule of law,” lastly, may be used as a 
formula for expressing the fact that with us the law 
of the constitution, the rules which in foreign 
countries naturally form part of a constitutional code, 
are not the source but the consequence of the rights 
of individuals, as defined and enforced by the courts ; 
that, in short, the principles of private law have with 
us been by the action of the courts and Parliament 
so extended as to determine the position of the Crown 
and of its servants; thus the constitution is the 
result of the ordinary law of the land. 


General propositions, however, as to the nature of influence 
the rule of law carry us but a very little way. If we of Law ” 
want to understand what that principle in all its pro^nf 
different aspects and developments really means, we 

^ See ch. xii and of. Intro, pp. Ixvii-xcv, ante, and Jennings, The 
Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), App. ii. 
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Part II. must try to trace its influence tlirougliout some of 

the main provisions of the constitution. The best 

mode of doing this is to examine with care the 
manner in which the law of England deals with the 
following topics, which are dealt with in succeeding 
chapters, namely, the right to personal freedom ; 
the right to freedom of discussion; the right of 
public meeting ; the use of martial law ; the rights 
and duties of the army ; the collection and expendi- 
ture of the public revenue ; and the responsibility 
of Ministers. The true nature further of the rule 
of law as it exists in England will be illustrated 
by contrast with the idea of S/ro^ administratif, or 
administrative law, which prevails in many continental 
countries. These topics wiU each be treated of in 
their due order. The object, however, of this treatise, 
as the reader should remember, is not to provide 
minute and full information, e.g. as to the habeas 
corpus Acts, or other enactments protecting the 
liberty of the subject ; but simply to show that these 
leading heads of constitutional law, which have 
been enumerated, these “ articles,” so to speak, of the 
constitution, are both governed by, and afford illus- 
trations of, the supremacy throughout English institu- 
tions of the law of the land.^ If at some future day 
the law of the constitution should be codified, each 

1 The rule of equal law is in England now exposed to a new peril. 
^‘The Legislature has thought fit,” wrote Sir F. Pollock, “by the 
Trade Disputes Act, 1906, to confer extraordinary immunities on 
combinations both of employers and of workmen, and to some extent 
on persons acting in their interests. Legal science has evidently 
nothing to do with this violent empirical operation on the body 
politic, and we can only look to jurisdictions beyond seas for the 
further judicial consideration of the problems which our courts were 
endeavouring (it is submitted, not without a reasonable measure of 
success) to work out on principles of legal justice.” — Pollock, Law of 
Torts (8th ed., 1908), p. v* 



ITS NATURE AND GENERAL APPLICATIONS 205 


of the topics I have mentioned would be dealt with 
by the sections of the code. Many of these subjects 
are actually dealt with in the written constitutions 
of foreign countries, and notably in the articles of 
the Belgian constitution, which, as before noticed, 
makes an adm ir able summary of the leading maxims 
of English constitutionalism. It will therefore often 
be a convenient method of illustrating our topic to 
take the article of the Belgian, or it may be of some 
other constitution, which bears on the matter in 
hand, as for example the right to personal freedom, 
and to consider how far the principle therein em- 
bodied is recognised by the law of England ; and if 
it be so recognised, what are the means by which 
it is maintained or enforced by our courts. One 
reason why the law of the constitution is imperfectly 
understood is, that we too rarely put it side 
by side with the constitutional provisions of other 
countries. Here, as elsewhere, comparison is essential 
to recognition. 


Chapter 

IV. 
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Part n. 


Security 
for per- 
sonal free- 
dom under 
Belgian 
constitu- 
tion. 


How 

secured in 
England. 


THE RIGHT TO PERSONAL FREEDOM 

The serenth article of the Belgian constitution 
establishes in that country principles "which have 
long prevailed in England. The terms thereof so 
curiously illustrate by way of contrast some marked 
features of English constitutional law as to be worth 
quotation, 

“ Art. 7. La liherte iridividitelle est ga/rantie. 

“Nd ne pent Stre poursuivi que dans les cas 
“ prevm par la loi, et dans la forme qu’elle prescrit. 

“ Hors le cas de flagrant ddit, nul ne pent itre 
“ arrSte' qu’en vertu de Tordonnance motivde du juge, 
“ qui doit itre signifee au moment de V arrestation, ou 
“ au plus tard dans les vingt-quatre heures.” ^ 

The security which an Englishman enjoys for 
personal freedom does not really depend upon or 
originate in any general proposition contained in any 
written document. The nearest approach which our 
statute-book presents to the statement contained in 
the seventh article of the Belgian constitution is the 
celebrated thirty-ninth article * of the Magna Charta : 

^ Constitution de la Belgique^ art. 7. 

2 See Stubbs, Select Charters (8tb ed., 1900), p. 301. 
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“ Nullus liber homo capiatur, vel imprisonetur, aut 
“ dissaisiatur, aut utlagetur, aut exuletur, aut aliquo 
“ modo destruatur, nec super eum ihimus, nec super 
“ eum mittemus^ nisi per legale judicium pa/rium 
*■ suorum vd per legem terrae” whicli should be read 
in combination with the declarations of the Petition 
of Eight And these enactments (if such they can 
be called) are rather records of the existence of a 
right than statutes which confer it The expression 
again, “guaranteed,” is, as I have already pointed 
out, extremely significant; it suggests the notion 
that personal liberty is a special privilege insured to 
Belgians by some power above the ordinary law of 
the land. This is an idea utterly alien to English 
modes of thought, since with us freedom of person is 
not a special privilege but the outcome of the ordinary 
law of the land enforced by the courts.^ Here, in 
short, we may observe the application to a particular 
case of tfie general principle that with us individual 
rights are the basis, not the result, of the law of the 
constitution. 

The proclamation in a constitution or charter of 
the right to personal freedom, or indeed of any other 
right, gives of itself but slight security that the right 
has more than a nominal existence, and students who 
wish to know how far the right to freedom of person 
is in reality part of the law of the constitution must 
consider both what is the meaning of the right and, 
a matter of even more consequence, what are the 
legal methods by which its exercise is secured. 

The right to personal liberty as understood in 

1 The Star Chamber Abolition Act, 1641, guaranteed to the subject 
that the •writ of habeas corpus lay against 'the King and the Council. 


Chapter 
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Part II. England means in substance a person’s right not 
to be subjected to imprisonment, arrest, or other 
physical coercion in any manner that does not admit 
of legal justification.^ That anybody should sufier 
physical restraint is in England prima facie illegal, 
and can be justified (speaking in very general terms) 
on two grounds only, that is to say, either because 
the prisoner or person suffering restraint is accused of 
some offence and must be brought before the courts 
to stand his trial, or because he has been duly con- 
victed of some offence and must suffer punishment 
for it. Now personal freedom in this sense of the 
term is secured in England by the strict maintenance 
of the principle that no man can be arrested or im- 
prisoned except in due course of law, i.e. (speaking 
again in very general terms indeed) under some legal 
warrant or authority, and, what is of far more con- 
sequence, it is secured by the provision of adequate 
legal means for the enforcement of this principle. 
These methods are twofold;® namely, redress for 
unlawful arrest or imprisonment by means of a pro- 
secution or an action, and deliverance from unlawful 
imprisonment by means of the writ of habeas corpus. 
Let us examine the general character of each of these 
remedies. 

^eed- i. Redress for Arrest . — If we use the term redress 

ings for • * J 1 

wrongful m a Wide sense, we may say that a person who has 
suffered a wrong obtains redress either when he gets 


1 For legal justification see Wade and Phillips. Consliiutional Law 
(2nd ed., 1935), pp. 355 and 383 ; Kenny, OuUirm of Criminal Law 
(15th ed., G. G. Phillips, 1936), pp. 525-631.— Ed. 

® The author added in a footnote a third, namely, self-defence, 
OT^e assertion of legal rights by the use of a person’s oto force. 
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the wrongdoer punished or when he obtains compensa- 
tion for the damage inflicted upon jiim by the wrong. 

Each of these forms of redress is in England open 
to every one whose personal freedom has been in any 
way unlawfully interfered with. Suppose, for ex- 
ample, that X without legal justification assaults A, 
by knocking him down, or deprives A of his freedom — 
as the technical expression goes, “ imprisons ” him — 
whether it be for a length of time, or only for five 
minutes ; A has two courses open to him. He can 
have X convicted of an assault and thus cause him to 
be punished for his crime; or he can bring an action 
of trespass against X and obtain from X such com- 
pensation for the damage which A has sustained from 
X% conduct as a jury think that A deserves. Sup- 
pose that in 1725 Voltaire had at the instigation of 
an En g lish lord been treated in London as he was 
treated in Paris. He would not have needed to 
depend for redress upon the goodwill of his fidends 
or upon the favour of the Ministry. He could have 
pursued one of two courses.^ He could by taking 
the proper steps have caused all his assailants to be 
brought to trial as criminals. He could, if he had 
preferred it, have brought an action against each and 
all of them : he could have sued the nobleman who 
caused him to be thrashed, the footmen who thrashed 
him, the policemen who threw him into gaol, and the 
gaoler or lieutenant who kept him there. Notice 
particularly that the action for trespass, to which 
Voltaire would have had recourse, can be brought, 

^ The Crown could have granted a free pardon or have entered a 
declined to proceed with the prosecution. It could 
not have interfered with the civil actions. — Ed. 
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Part n. or, as tlie teclmical expression goes, “ lies,” against 
every person throughout th.e realm. It can and has 
been brought against governors of colonies, against 
secretaries of state, against officers who have tried 
by court-martial persons not subject to military law, 
^.g ains t, every kind of official high or low. Here then 
we come across another aspect of the “ rule of law.” 
Ko one of Voltaire’s enemies would, if he had been 
injured in England, have been able to escape from 
responsibility on the plea of acting in an official 
character or in obedience to his official superiors.^ 
Nor would any one of them have been able to say 
that the degree of his guilt could in any way whatever 
be determined by any more or less official court. 
Voltaire, to keep to our example, would have been 
able in England to have brought each and all of his 
assailants, including the officials who kept him in 
prison, before an ordinary court, and therefore before 
judges and jurymen who were not at all likely to think 
that official zeal or the orders of official superiors were 
either a legal or a moral excuse for breaking the law. 

Before quitting the subject of the redress afforded 
by the courts for the damage caused by illegal inter- 
ference with any one’s personal freedom, we shall do 
well to notice the strict adherence of the judges in 
this as in other cases to two maxims or principles 
which underlie the whole law of the constitution, and 
the maintenance of which has gone a great way both 
to ensure the supremacy of the law of the land and 
ultimately to curb the arbitrariness of the Crown. 
The first of these maxims or principles is that every 
wrongdoer is individually responsible for every unlaw- 

^ CoutMwt the French Code Penal, art. 114 . 
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ful or wrongful act in wHcL. he takes part, and, what 
is really the same thing looked at from another point 
of view, cannot, if the act be unlawful, plead in his 
defence that he did it under the orders of a master 
or superior. Voltaire, had he been arrested in Eng- 
land, could have treated each and all of the persons 
engaged in the outrage as individually responsible for 
the wrong done to him. Now this doctrine of indi- 
vidual responsibility is the real founu.tion of the 
legal dogma that the orders of the King himself are 
no justification for the commission of a wrongful or 
illegal act. The ordinary rule, therefore, that every 
wrongdoer is individually liable for the wrong he has 
committed, is the foundation on which rests the 
great constitutional doctrine of Ministerial responsi- 
bility. The second of these noteworthy maxims is, 
that the courts give a remedy for the infringement 
of a right whether the injury done be great or small. 
The assaults and imprisonment from which Voltaire 
suffered were serious wrongs; but it would be an 
error to fancy, as persons who have no experience in 
the practice of the courts are apt to do, that pro- 
ceedings for trespass or for false imprisonment can be 
taken only where personal liberty is seriously inter- 
fered with. Ninety-nine out of every hundred 
actions for assault or false imprisonment have refer- 
ence to injuries which in themselves are trifling. If 
one ruffian gives another a blow, if a policeman makes 
an arrest without lawful authority, if a schoolmaster 
keeps a scholar locked up at school for half an hour 
after he ought to have let the child go home,^ if 
iu short X interferes unlawfully to however slight a 

^ Hunter v. Johnson (1884) 13 Q.B.D. 225. 
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Partn. degree •witi tiie personal liberty of A, tbe offender 
exposes himself to proceedings in a court of law, 
and the sufferer, if he can enlist the sympathies of 
a jury, may recover heavy damages for the injury 
which he has or is supposed to have suffered. The 
law of England protects the right to personal liberty, 
as also every other legal right, against every kind of 
infringement, and gives the same kind of redress (I 
do not mean, of course, inflicts the same degree of 
punishment or penalty) for the pettiest as for the 
gravest invasions of personal freedom. This seems to 
us so much a matter of course as hardly to call for 
observation, but it may be suspected that few features 
in our legal system have done more to maintain the 
authority of the law than the fact that all offences 
great and small are dealt with on the same principles 
and by the same courts. The law of England now 
knows nothing of exceptional offences punished by 
extraordinary tribunals.^ 

The right of a person who has been wrongfully 
imprisoned on regaining his freedom to put his 
oppressor on trial as a criminal, or by means of an 
action to obtain pecuniary compensation for the 
wrong which he has endured, affords a most insuffi- 
cient security for personal freedom. If X keeps A 
in confinement, it profits A little to know that if he 
could recover his freedom, which he cannot, he could 
punish and fine X. What A wants is to recover his 
liberty. Till this is done he cannot hope to punish 
the &e who has deprived him of it. It would have 

1 Contrast -with this the extraordinary remedies adopted under the 
old Renoh monarchy for the punishment of powerful criminals. As 
to which see ¥lichies:,-M4moires de FUchier sur les grands jours d^ Auvergne, 
€n 1666 ( 1856 ). 



THE RIGHT TO PERSONAL FREEDOM 


213 


been Kttle consolation for Voltaire to know tbat if be Chapter 
could have got out of tbe Bastille be could recover 
damages from bis enemies. Tbe possibdity tbat be 
might when be got free bave obtained redress for 
tbe wrong done bim might, so far from being a 
benefit, bave condemned bim to lifelong incarcera- 
tion. Liberty is not secure unless tbe law, in addi- 
tion to punishing every kind of interference with a 
man’s lawful freedom, provides adequate security tbat 
every one who without legal justification is placed in 
confinement shall be able to get free. This security 
is provided by tbe celebrated writ of habeas corpus 
and tbe Habeas Corpus Acts. 

ii. Writ of Habeas Corpus } — It is not within writ of 

^ ^ *^. 1 . n ^ hcibeas 

the scope of these lectures to give a history or tne corpus. 
writ of habeas corpus or to provide tbe details of tbe 
legislation with regard to it. For minute informa- 
tion, both about tbe writ and about tbe Habeas Corpus 
Acts, you should consult tbe ordinary legal text-books. 

My object is solely to explain generally tbe mode in 
which tbe law of England secures tbe right to per- 
sonal freedom. I shall therefore call attention to 
tbe following points : first, tbe nature of tbe writ ; 
secondly, the effect of tbe so-called Habeas Corpus 
Acts ; thirdly, tbe precise effect of what is called 
(not quite accurately) tbe Suspension of tbe Habeas 
Corpus Act ; and, lastly, tbe relation of any Act 
suspending tbe operation of tbe Habeas Corpus Act 
to an Act of Indemnity. Each of these matters has 
a close bearing on tbe law of tbe constitution. 

1 See Star Chamber Abolition Act, 1641, s. 8 ; Habeas Corpus Acts, 

1679, 1816, and 1862 ; Wade and Phillips, ComtiPuiioml Law (2nd ed., 

1936), pp. 359-366 ; Forsyth, Cases and Opinions in Constitutiosud 
Law (1869), oh. xvL 
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Nature of Writ . — Legal documents constantly give 
tlie best explanation and illustration of legal prin- 
ciples. We shall do well therefore to examine with 
care the following copy of a writ of habeas corpus : — 
“ Victoria, hy the Grace of God, of the United 

Kingdom, of Great Britain and Irdand Queen, 
“ Defender of the Faith, 

“ To J. K, Keeper of our Gaol of Jersey, in the 
“ Island of Jersey, and to J. C. Viscount of said 
“ Island, greeting. We command you that you have 
“ the body of C. 0. W. detained in our prison under 
“ your custody, as it is said, together with the day 
“and cause of his being taken and detained, by 
“ whatsoever narne he rrwt/g be called or known, in 
“ our Court before us, at Westminster, on the \Bth 
“day of January next, to undergo and receive all 
“ and singular siich matters and things which our 
“ said Court shall then and there consider of him in 
“ this behalf; and have there then this Writ. Witness 
“Thomas Lord Denmah, at Westminster, the ^Zrd 
“ day of December in the Zth year of our reign. 

“ By the Court, 

“ Robinson I * 

“At the instance of C. C. W. 

“R. M. R." 

“ W. A. L., 7 Grafs Inn Square, London, 

“ Attorney for the said C. C. W." 

The character of the document is patent on its 

1 Gama Wilson’s Case (1845) 7 Q.B. 984, at p. 988. In this par- 
ticular case the writ calls upon the gaoler of the prison to have the 
body of the prisoner before the court by a given day. It more ordinarily 
calls upon him to have the prisoner before the court “ immediately 
after the receipt of this writ.” 
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face. It is an order issued, in the particular instance, 
by the Court of Queen’s Bench, calling upon a peirson 
by whom a prisoner is alleged to be kept in confine- 
ment to bring such prisoner — ^to “ have his body ” 
whence the name habeas corpus — ^before the court to 
let the court know on what ground the prisoner is 
confined, and thus give, to the court the opportunity 
of dealing with the prisoner as the law may require. 
The essence of the whole transaction is that the court 
can by the writ of habeas corpus cause any person 
who is imprisoned to be actually brought before the 
court and obtain knowledge of the reason why he is 
imprisoned ; and then having him before the court, 
either then and there set him free or else see that he 
is dealt with in whatever way the law requires, as, 
for example, brought speedily to trial. 

The writ can be issued on the application either of 
the prisoner himself or of any person on his behalf, 
or (supposing the prisoner cannot act) then on the 
application of any person who believes him to be 
unlawfully imprisoned. It is issued by the High 
Court, or during vacation by any judge thereof ; and 
the court or a judge should and will always cause 
it to be issued on being satisfied by aflSdavit that 
there is reason to suppose a prisoner to be wrongfully 
deprived of his liberty. You cannot say with strict- 
ness that the writ is issued “ as a matter of course,” 
for some ground must be shown for supposing that a 
case of illegal imprisonment exists. But the writ is 
granted “ as a matter of right,” — that is to say, the 
court will always issue it if prima facie ground is 
shown for supposing that the person on whose behalf 
it is asked for is unlawfully deprived of his liberty. 


Chapter 

V. 
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The writ or order of the court can be addressed to 
any person whatever, be he an official or a private 
individual, who has, or is supposed to have, another 
in his custody. Any disobedience to the writ exposes 
the offender to summary punishment for contempt of 
court,^ and also in many eases to heavy penalties 
recoverable by the party aggrieved.^ To put the 
matter, therefore, in the most general terms, the case 
stands thus. The High Court of Justice possesses, 
as the tribunals which make up the High Court used 
to possess, the power by means of the writ 'of habeas 
corpus to cause any person who is alleged to be kept 
in unlawful confinement to be brought before the 
court. The court can then inquire into the reason 
why he is confined, and can, should it see fit, set him 
then and there at liberty. This power moreover is 
one which the court always will exercise whenever 
ground is shown by any applicant whatever for the 
belief that any man in England is unlawfully deprived 
of his liberty. 

The Habeas Corpus Acts. — The right to the writ 
of habeas corpus existed at common law long before 
the passing in 1679 of the celebrated Habeas Corpus 
Act,* and you may wonder how it has happened that 
this and the Habeas Corpus Act, 1816, are treated, 
and (for practical purposes) rightly treated, as the 
basis on which rests an Englishman’s security for 
the enjoyment of his personal freedom. The explana- 

, V. Winlon (1792) 5 T.R. 89 ; cf. Habeas Corpus Act, 

^16, s. 2 ; see Comer, Prcxtice of the Crown Side of the Court of Queen's 
Pench (1844). 

* Habeas Corpus Act, 1679, s. 4. 

^ §ee also Star Chamber Abolition Act, 1641, s. 8. 
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tion is, ttat prior to 1679 the right to the writ was Chapter 
often under various pleas and excuses made of no 
effect. The aim of the Habeas Corpus Acts has been 
to meet all the devices by which the effect of the 
writ can be evaded, either on the part of the judges, 
who ought to issue the same, and if necessary dis- 
charge the prisoner, or on the part of the gaoler or 
other person who has the prisoner in custody. The 
earlier Act of Charles the Second apphes to persons 
imprisoned on a charge of crime ; the later Act of 
George the Third apphes to persons deprived of their 
liberty otherwise than on a criminal accusation. 

Take these two classes of persons separately. 

A person is imprisoned on a charge of crime. If SaiuM 
he is imprisoned without any legal warrant for his 
imprisonment, he has a right to be set at Hberty. If, 
on the other hand, he is imprisoned under a legal 
warrant, the object of his detention is to ensure his 
being brought to trial. His position in this case 
differs according to the nature of the offence with 
which he is charged. In the case of the lighter 
offences known as misdemeanours he has, generally 
speaking,^ the right to his liberty on giving security 
with proper sureties that he will in due course sur- 
render himself to custody and appear and take his 
trial on such indictment as may be found against him 
in respect of the matter with which he is charged, or 
(to use technical expressions) he has the right to be 
admitted to bail. In the case, on the other hand, of 
the more serious offences, such as felonies or treasons, 

^ For Bail see Halsbury, Laws of England (2nd ed.), vol/ix (1933), 
pp. 118-121, and Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 

1935), pp. 364, 365- 
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Part II. a person who is once committed to prison is not en- 

titled to be let out ou bail. Tbe right of the prisoner 

is in tbiR case simply tbe right to a speedy trial. 
The effect of the writ of habeas corpus would be evaded 
either if the court did not examine into the validity of 
the warrant on which the prisoner was detained, and if 
the warrant were not valid release him, or if the court, 
on ascertaining that he was legally imprisoned, did not 
cause him according to circumstances either to go out 
on bail or to be speedily brought to trial. 

The Act provides against all these possible failures 
of justice. The law as to persons imprisoned under 
accusations of crime stands through the combined 
effect of the rules of the common law and of the 
statute in substance as follows. The gaoler who has 
such person in custody is bound when called upon to 
have the prisoner before the court with the true 
cause of his commitment. If the cause is insufficient, 
the prisoner must of course be discharged; if the 
cause is sufficient, the prisoner, in case he is charged 
with a misdemeanour, can in general insist upon 
being bailed till trial ; in case, on the other hand, the 
charge is one of treason or felony, he can insist upon 
being tried at the first sessions after his committal, 
or if he is not then tried, upon being bailed, unless 
the witnesses for the Crown cannot appear. If 
he is not tried at the second sessions after his 
commitment, he can insist upon his release ■without 
bail. The net result, therefore, appears to be that 
while the Habeas Corpus Act is in force no person 
committed to prison on a charge of crime can be kept 
long in confinement, for he has the legal means of 
insisting upon either being let out upon bail or else 
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of being brought to a speedy trial. Chaptear 

A person, again, who is detained in confinement 
but not on a charge of crime needs for his protection habeas 
the means of readily obtaining a legal decision on 
the lawfulness of his confinement, and also of getting 
an immediate release if he has by law a right to his 
liberty. This is exactly what the writ of habeas 
corpus afiords. Whenever any Englishman or foreigner 
is alleged to be wrongfully deprived of liberty, 
the court will issue the writ, have the person 
aggrieved brought before the court, and if he has 
a right to liberty set him free. Thus if a child is 
forcibly kept apart from his parents,^ if a man is 
wrongfully kept in confinement as a lunatic, if a nun 
is alleged to be prevented from leaving her convent, 

— ^if, in short, any man, woman, or child is, or is 
asserted on apparently good grounds to be, deprived 
of hberty, the court will always issue a writ of 
habeas corpus to any one who has the aggrieved 
person in his custody to have such person brought 
before the court, and if he is sufieriag restraint with- 
out lawful cause, set him free. Till, however, the year 
1816 the machinery for obtaming the writ was less 
perfect ® in the case of persons not accused of crime 

^ See The Queen v. Nash (1883) 10 Q.B.D. 454 ; and cf. Be Agar- 
Ellis (1883) 24 Ch,D. 317 ; Barnardo v. Fcrrd [1892] A.C. 326 ; Barnardo 
V, McHugh [1891] A.C. 388 ; The Queen v. Jackson [1891] 1 Q.B. 671 ; 

Cox V. Hakes (1890) 15 App. Cas. 506 ; compare as to power of Court 
of Chancery for protection of children independently of Habeas Corpus 
Acts, The Queen y. Gyngall [1893] 2 Q.B. 232. 

As to appeals to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council, see 
Eshugbayi Eleko v. Government of Nigeria [1928] A.C. 459 ; and to 
the Court of Appeal, but not in a criminal cause, see Ex parte Woodhall 
(1888) 20 Q.B.D. 832 ; In re Carroll [1931] 1 K.B. 104. 

2 The inconvenience ultimately remedied by the Habeas Corpus 
Act, 1816, was in practice small, for the judges extended to all cases 
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Partii. than in the case of those charged with criminal 
ofiences, and the effect of the Act of 1816 was in 
substance to apply to non-crim i nal cases the machinery 
of the great Habeas Corpus Act, 1679. 

At the present day, therefore, the securities for 
personal freedom are in England as complete as 
laws can make them. The right to its enjoyment is 
absolutely acknowledged. Any invasion of the right 
entails either imprisonment or fine upon the wrong- 
doer; and any person, whether charged with crime 
or not, who is even suspected to be wrongfully im- 
prisoned, has, if there exists a single individual willing 
to exert himself on the victim’s behalf, the certainty of 
having his case duly investigated, and, if he has been 
wronged, of recovering his freedom. Let us return 
for a moment to a former illustration, and suppose 
that Voltaire has been treated in London as he was 
treated in Paris. He most certainly would very 
rapidly have recovered his freedom. The procedure 
would not, it is true, have been in 1726 quite as easy 
as it is now under the Act of George the Third. Still, 
even then it would have been within the power of 
any one of his friends to put the law in motion. It 
would have been at least as easy to release Voltaire in 
1726 as it was in 1772 to obtain by means of habeas 
corpus the fireedom of the slave James Sommersett 
when actually confined in irons on board a ship lying 
in the Thames and bound for Jamaica.^ 

The whole history of the writ of habeas corpus 

of unlawful imprisonment the spirit of the Habeas Corpus Act, 1679, 
and enforced immediate obedience to the writ of habeas corpus, even 
when issued not under the statute, but under the common law authoritv 
of the courts, 3 Bl., Oomm. 138. 

^ SommerseWB Case (1772) 20 St. Tr. 1. 
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illustrates tlie predominant attention paid under tte Cihapter 
English, constitution to “ remedies,” that is, to modes 
of procedure by which to secure respect for a legal 
right, and by which to turn a merely nominal into 
an efEective or real right. The Habeas Corpus Acts 
are essentially procedure Acts, and simply aim at 
improving tbe legal mechanism by means of which 
the acknowledged right to personal freedom may be 
enforced. They are intended, as is generally the case 
with legislation which proceeds under the influence 
of lawyers, simply to meet actual and experienced 
diffieulties. Hence the Habeas Corpus Act of Charles 
the Second’s reign was an imperfect or very restricted 
piece of legislative work, and Englishmen waited 
nearly a century and a half (1679-1816) before the 
procedure for securing the right to discharge from 
unlawful confinement was made complete. But this 
lawyer-like mode of dealing with a fundamiental right 
had with all its defects the one great merit that 
legislation was directed to the right point. There 
is no difiGLculty, and there is often very little gain, in 
declaring the existence of a right to personal freedom. 

The true dfficulty is to secure its enforcement. The 
Habeas Corpus Acts have achieved this end, and 
have therefore done for the liberty of Enghshmen 
more than could have been achieved by any declara- 
tion of rights. One may even venture to say that 
these Acts are of really more importance not only 
than the general proclamations of the Eights of Man 
which have often been put forward in foreign countries, 
but even than such very lawyer-like documents as the 
Petition of Eight or the Bill of Eights, though these 
celebrated enactments show almost equally with the 
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Part 11. Habeas Corpus Act that tbe law of tbe English 
constitution is at bottom judge-made law.^ 

Effect of Every critic of tbe constitution bas observed tbe 
habeas effect of tbe Habeas Corpus Acts in securing tbe 
^^nty lil^erty of the subject; what bas received less and 
of judges, deserves as much attention is tbe way in which the 
right to issue a writ of habeas corpus, strengthened 
as that right is by statute, determines the whole 
relation of the judicial body towards the executive. 
The authority to enforce obedience to the writ is 


nothing less than the power to release from imprison- 
ment any person who in the opinion of the court is 
unlawfully deprived of his liberty, and hence in effect 
to put an end to or to prevent any punishment which 
the Crown or its servants may attempt to inflict in 
opposition to the rules of law as interpreted by the 
judges. The judges therefore are in truth, though 
not in name, invested with the means of hampering 
or supervising the whole administrative action of the 


government, and of at once putting a veto upon any 
proceeding not authorised by the letter of the law. 
Nor is this power one which has fallen into disuse by 
want of exercise. It has often been put forth, and 
this too in matters of the greatest consequence ; the 
knowledge moreover of its existence governs the' con- 
duct of the administration. An example or two will 
best show the mode in which the “judiciary” (to use 
a convenient Americanism) can and do by means 
of the writ of habeas corpus keep a hold on the acts 
of the executive. In 1839 Canadian rebels, found 

^ CoWare ImpOTal Constitution of 1804, ss. 60-63, under which 
a co^^ of the Se^te was empowered to taie steps for putting an 
end to ifleg^ arrests by the Government. See Houard, Zea ConstUu- 
ttonsfrangatsea (1871-1876), p. 161. '^onstUu 
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guilty of treason in Canada and condemned to trans- 
portation, arrived in ofdcial custody at Liverpool on 
their way to Van Diemen’s Land. The fiiends of the 
convicts questioned the validity of the sentence under 
which they were transported ; the prisoners were 
thereupon taken from prison and brought upon a writ 
of habeas corpus before the Court of Exchequer. 
Their whole position having been considered by the 
court, it was ultimately held that the imprisonment 
was legal. But had the court taken a different view, 
the Canadians would at once have been released from 
confinement.^ In 1859 an English officer serving 
in India was duly convicted of manslaughter and 
sentenced to four years’ imprisonment : he was sent 
to England in military custody to complete there his 
term of punishment. The order under which he was 
brought to this country was technically irregular, and 
the convict having been brought on a writ of habeas 
corpus before the Queen’s Bench, was on this purely 
technical ground set at liberty. So, to take a very 
notorious instance of judicial authority in matters 
most nearly concerning the executive, the courts have 
again and again considered, in the case of persons 
brought before them by the writ of habeas corpus, 
questions as to the legality of impressment, and as to 
the limits within which the right of impressment may 
be exercised; and if, on the one hand, the judges 
have in this particular instance (which by the way is 
almost a singular one) supported the arbitrary powers 
of the prerogative, they have also strictly limited the 
exercise of this power within the bounds prescribed 


Chapter 

V. 


^ TJie. Case, of the Canadian Prisoners (1839) 5 M. & W. 32. 
2 In re Allen (1860) 30 L.J. (Q.B.) 38. 
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Part n. to it by custom or by statute.^ Moreover, as abeady 
pointed out, tbe authority of the civil tribunals even 
when not actually put into force regulates the action 
of the government. In 1854 a body of Eussian sailors 
were found wandering about the streets of Guildford, 
without any visible means of subsistence ; they were 
identified by a Eussian naval officer as deserters from 
a Eussian man-of-war which had put into an English 
port; they were thereupon, under his instructions 
and with the assistance of the superintendent of 
police, conveyed to Portsmouth for the purpose of 
their being carried back to the Eussian ship. Doubts 
arose as to the legality of the whole proceeding. The 
law officers were consulted, who thereupon gave it as 
then opinion that “ the delivering-up of the Eussian 
“ sailors to the Lieutenant and the assistance offered 
“ by the police for the purpose of their being con- 
“veyed back to the Eussian ship were contrary to 
“ law.” * The sailors were presumably released ; they 
no doubt would have been delivered by the Court 
had a writ of habeas corpus been applied for. Here 
then we see the judges in effect restraining the action 
of the executive in a matter which in most countries 
is considered one of administration or of policy lying 
beyond the range of judicial interference. The 
strongest examples, however, of interference by the 
judges with administrative proceedings are to be 
found in the decisions given under the Extradition 
Acts. Neither the Crown nor any servant of the 

^ See TAe Case of Pressing Mariners (1743) 18 St. Tr. 1323 ; Stephen, 
C^m^ries (14th ed., 1903). voL ii, pp. 674, 675 ; of. Comer, Forms 
of Writs and Oiher Proceedings on, the Crown Side of the Court of Quern’s 
Ben^ (1844), p. 64, for form of habeas corpus for an impressed seaman. 

See Forsyth, Cases and Opinions in Conslitutionai Law (1869), 
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Crown lias any right to expel a foreign criminal 
from the country or to surrender Tiim to his own 
government for trial.^ A French forger, robber, or 
murderer who escapes from France to England 
cannot, independently of statutory enactments, be 
sent back to his native land for trial or punishment. 
The absence of any power on the part of the Crown 
to surrender foreign criminals to the authorities of 
their own state has been found so inconvenient, that 
the Extradition Acts, 1870-1906, have empowered the 
Crown to make treaties with foreign states for the 
mutual extradition of criminals or of persons charged 
with crime. The exercise of this authority is, how- 
ever, hampered by restrictions which are imposed by 
the statute under which alone it exists. It therefore 
often happens that an offender arrested under the 
warrant of a Secretary of State and about to be 

^ See, however, The King v. Lundy (1690) 2 Ventris 314 ; The Kin^ 
V. Kimberley (1729) 2 Str. 848 ; East India Cmvpany v. Campbell (1749) 
1 Ves. Senr. 246 ; Mure v. Kaye (1811) 4 Taunt. 34 ; and Chitty, 
Criminal Law (2n(i ed., 1826), pp. 14-16, in support of the opinion that 
the Crown possessed a common law right of extradition as regards 
foreign criminals. This opinion may possibly once have been correct. 
(Compare, however, The Queen v. Bernard (1868) Annual Begister, 
Appendix to Chronicle, 310, at p. 328, for opinion of Campbell, C.J., 
cited In re Castioni [1891] 1 Q.B. 149, at p. 163, by Sir C. Russell, 
arguendo,) It has, however, in any case (to use the words of a high 
authority) “ ceased to be law now. If any magistrate were now to 
“ arrest a person on this ground, the validity of the commitment 
“ would certainly be tested, and, in the absence of special legislative 
“ provisions, the prisoner as certainly discharged upon application to 
“ one of the superior courts.” — Clarke, Extradition (4th ed., 1903), p. 26. 
The case of Musgrove v. Chun Teeong Toy [1891] A.C. 272, which 
establishes that an alien has not a legal right enforceable by action, 
to enter British territory, suggests the possible existence of a common, 
law right on the part of the Crown to expel an alien from British 
territory. [The admission and exclusion of aliens is now statutory. 
See Aliens Order, 1920, made under powers conferred by the Aliens 
Restriction Acts, 1914 and 1919 . — ^Ed.] 


Chapter 
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Partn. iianded over to the authorities of his own country 
conceives that, on some ground or other, his case 
does not fall within the precise terms of any Extra- 
dition Act. He applies for a writ of habeas corpus ; 
he is brought up before the High Court; every 
technical plea he can raise obtains full consideration,^ 
and if on any ground whatever it can be shown that 
the terms of the Extradition Act have not been 
complied with, or that they do not justify his arrest 
and surrender, he is as a matter of course at once set 
at liberty.* It is easy to perceive that the authority 
of the judges, exercised, as it invariably must be, in 
support of the strict rules of law, cuts down the 
discretionary powers of the Crown. It often prevents 
the English government from meeting public danger 
by measures of precaution which would as a matter 
of course be taken by the executive of any con- 
tinental country. Suppose, for example, that a body 
of foreign anarchists come to England and are 
thought by the police on strong grounds of suspicion 
to be engaged in a plot, say for blowing up the 
Houses of Parliament. Suppose also that the exist- 
ence of the conspiracy does not admit of absolute 
proof. An English Minister, if he is not prepared 
to put the conspirators on their trial, has no means 
of arresting them, or of expelling therd from the 
country.® In case of arrest or imprisonment they 
would at once be brought before the High Court 

^ In re Bellencontre [1891] 2 Q.B. 122. 

2 In re Coppin (1866) L.R. 2 Ch. App. 47 ; The Queen v. Wilson 
(1877) 3 Q.B.D. 42. 

® The Home Secretary now has power to order the deportation of any 
undesirable alien, if he considers that snch action is in the public interest ; 
Aliens Older, 1920, art. 12 (6) (c) ; Wade and Phillips, Constitutional 
Law (2nd ed., 1935), pp. 204-205 .— Eb. 
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on a 'writ of habeas corpus, and unless some specific Chapter 
legal ground for their detention could be sho'wn, they 
would be forthwith set at liberty. Of the political 
or, to use foreign expressions, of the “ administrative ” 
reasons which might make the arrest or expulsion of 
a foreign refugee highly expedient, the judges would 
hear nothing ; that he was arrested by order of the 
Secretary of State, that his imprisonment was a 
simple administrative act, that the Prime Minister or 
the Home Secretary was prepared to make afiS.davit 
that the arrest was demanded by the most urgent 
considerations of public safety, or to assure the Court 
that the whole matter was one of high policy and 
concerned national interests, would be no answer 
whatever to the demand for freedom under a writ 
of habeas corpus. All that any judge could inquire 
into would be, whether there was any rule of common 
or of statute law which would authorise interference 
■with a foreigner’s personal freedom. If none such 
could be found, the applicants would assuredly obtain 
their liberty. The plain truth is that the power 
possessed by the judges of controlling the administra- 
tive conduct of the executive has been, of necessity, 
so exercised as to prevent the development with us 
of any system corresponding to the “ administrative 
law ” of continental states. It strikes at the root of 
those theories as to the nature of administrative 
acts, and as to the “ separation of powers,” on 
which, as will be shown in a later chapter,^ the droit 
administratif of France depends, and it deprives the 
Crown, which now means the Ministry of the day, 
of all discretionary authority. The actual or possible 

^ See oh. xii ; cf. App. sec. i. 

N 
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intervention, in short, of the courts, exercisable for 
the most part by means of the writ of habeas corpus, 
confines the action of the government within the 
strict letter of the law ; with us the state can punish, 
but it can hardly prevent the commission of crimes. 

We can now see why it was that the political con- 
flicts of the seventeenth century often raged round 
the position of the judges, and why the battle might 
turn on a point so technical as the inquiry, what 
might be a proper return to a writ of habeas corpus.^ 
Upon the degree of authority and independence to be 
conceded to the Bench depended the colour and work- 
ing of our institutions. To supporters, on the one 
hand, of the prerogative who, like Bacon, were not 
unfrequently innovators or reformers, judicial inde- 
pendence appeared to mean the weakness of the 
executive, and the predominance throughout the state 
of the conservative legalism, which found a repre- 
sentative in Coke. The Parliamentary leaders, on 
the other hand, saw, more or less distinctly, that the 
independence of the Bench was the sole security 
for the maintenance of the common law, which was 
nothing else than the rule of established customs 
modified only by Acts of Parliament, and that Coke in 
battling for the power of the judges was asserting the 
rights of the nation ; they possibly also saw, though 
this is uncertain, that the maintenance of rigid 
legality, inconvenient as it might sometimes prove, 
was the certain road to Parliamentary sovereignty.® 

Suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act . — ^During 

1 BameFs Case {1627) 3 St. Tr. 1 ; K & L. 37. 

® See Gardiner, History of England, vol. iii (1883), oh,, xxii, for a 
statement of the different views entertained as to the position of 
judges. 



THE RIGHT TO PERSONAL FREEDOM 


229 


periods of political excitement tlie power or duty of Chapter 
tlie courts to issue a writ of habeas corpus, and 
thereby compel the speedy trial or release of persons Suspension 
charged with crime, has been found an inconvenient corpus*** 
or dangerous limitation on the authority of the 
executive government. Hence has arisen the occa- 
sion for statutes which are popularly called Habeas 
Corpus Suspension Acts. I say “ popularly called,” 
because if you take (as you may) the Act 84 Geo. III. 
c. 54^ as a type of such enactments, you will see 

1 Of whicli s. 1 enacts “ that every person or persons that are or 
“ shall he in prison within the kingdom of Great Britain at or upon 
“ the day on which this Act shall receive his Majesty’s royal assent, 

“or after, by warrant of his said Majesty’s most honorable Privy 
Council, signed by six of the said Privy Council, for high treason, 
suspicion of high treason, or treasonable practices, or by warranty 
signed by any of his Majesty’s secretaries of state, for such causes 
“ as aforesaid, may be detained in safe custody, without bail or main- 
‘‘ prize, until the first day of February one thousand seven hundred 
“ and ninety-five ; and that no judge or justice of the peace shall bail 
or try any such person or persons so committed, without order from 
“his said Majesty’s Privy Council, signed by six of the said Privy 
“ Council, till the said first day of February one thousand seven 
“ hundred and ninety-five ; any law or statute to the contrary 
“ notwithstanding.” 

The so-called suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act under a statute, 
such as that of 1794, produces both less and more effect than would 
the total repeal of the Habeas Corpus Acts. The suspension, while 
it lasts, makes it possible for the Government to arrest and keep in 
prison any persons declared in effect by the Government to be guilty 
or suspected of treasonable practices, and such persons have no means 
of obtaining either a discharge or a trial. But the suspension does 
not affect the position of persons not detained in custody under 
suspicion of treasonable practices. It does not therefore touch the 
ordinary liberty of ordinary citizens. The repeal of the Habeas 
Corpus Acts, on the other hand, would deprive every man in England 
of one security against wrongful imprisonment, but since it would 
leave alive the now unquestionable authority of the judges to issue 
and compel obedience to a writ of habeas corpus at common law, it 
would not, assuming the bench to do their duty, increase the power 
of the Government to imprison persons suspected of treasonable .| 

practices, nor materially diminish the freedom of any class of English- ] 

men. Cf. 3 BL, Comm* 138 ; and see App. sec. i (6), p. 521. 
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Part II. that it hardly corresponds with its received name. 
The whole effect of the Act, which does not even 
mention the Habeas Corpus Act, is to make it im- 
possible for any person imprisoned under a warrant 
signed by a Secretary of State on a charge of high 
treason, or on suspicion of high treason, to insist 
upon being either discharged or put on trial. No 
doubt this is a great diminution in the securities for 
personal freedom provided by the Habeas Corpus 
Acts ; but it falls very far short of anything like a 
general suspension of the right to the writ of habeas 
corpus; it in no way affects the privileges of any 
person not imprisoned on a charge of high treason : 
it does not legalise any arrest, imprisonment, or 
punishment which was not lawful before the Sus- 
pension Act passed; it does not in any wise touch 
the claim to a writ of habeas corpus possessed by 
every one, man, woman, or child, who is held in 
confinement otherwise than on a charge of crime. 
The particular statute 34 Geo. III. c. 54 is, and (I 
believe) every other Habeas Corpus Suspension Act 
affecting England, has been an annual Act, and must, 
therefore, if it is to continue in force, be renewed 
year by year. The sole, immediate, and direct 
result, therefore, of suspending the Habeas Corpus 
Act is this : the Ministry may for the period 
during which the Suspension Act continues in force 
constantly defer the trial of persons imprisoned on 
the charge of treasonable practices. This increase in 
the power of the executive is no trifle, but it falls 
far short of the process known in some foreign coun- 
tries as “suspending the constitutional guarantees,” 
or in France as the “proclamation of a state of 
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siege ” ; ^ it, indeed, extends the arbitrary powers of the 
government to a far less degree than many so-called 
Coercion Acts. That this is so may be seen by a 
mere enumeration of the chief of the extraordinary 
powers which were conferred by comparatively recent 
enactments on the Irish executive. Under the Act 
of 1881 the Irish executive obtained the absolute 
power of arbitrary and preventive arrest, and could 
without breach of law detain in prison any person 
arrested on suspicion for the whole period for which 
the Act continued in force. It is true that the Lord 
Lieutenant could arrest only persons suspected of 
treason or of the commission of some act tending to 
interfere with the maintenance of law and order. 
But as the warrant itself to be issued by the Lord 
Lieutenant was made under the Act conclusive 
evidence of all matters contaiaed therein, and there- 
fore (infer aim) of the truth of the assertion that the 
arrested person or “ suspect ” was reasonably sus- 
pected, e.g. of treasonable practices, and therefore 
liable to arrest, the result clearly followed that 
neither the Lord Lieutenant nor any ofiELcial acting 
under him could by any possibihty be made hable to 
any legal penalty for any arrest, however groundless 
or malicious, made in due form within the words of 
the Act. The Irish government, therefore, could 
arrest any person whom the Lord Lieutenant thought 
fit to imprison, provided only that the warrant was 
in the form and contained the allegations required 

1 See Duguit, Manud de Droit Public frangais. Droit Constitutionnd 
(1907), para. 76, pp. 510-513, and article “ Etat de Siege ” in Cheruel, 
Dictionncbire JiistorigvA des Institutions de lOt Pranss (8th ed., 1910), vol. i, 
V® Etat de siege, p. 375. 
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Partn. hj tte Statute. Under the Prevention of Crime 

(Ireland) Act, 1882, the Irish executive was armed 

with the following (among other) extraordinay 
powers. The government could in the case of certain 
crimes 1 abolish the right to trial by could 

arrest strangers found out of doors at night under 
suspicious circumstances,® could seize any newspaper 
which, in the judgment of the Lord Lieutenant, con- 
tained matter inciting to treason or violence,* and 
could prohibit any public meeting which the Lord 
Lieutenant believed to be dangerous to the public 
peace or safety. Add to this that the Prevention of 
Crime Act, 1882, re-enacted (incidentally as it were) 
the Aliens Act of 1848, and thus empowered the 
British Ministry to expel from the United Kingdom 
any foreigner who had not before the passing of the 
Act been resident in the country for three years.® 
Not one of these extraordinary powers flows directly 
from a mere suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act ; 
and, in truth, the best proof of the very limited 
legal effect of such so-called suspension is supplied 
by the fact that before a Habeas Corpus Suspension 
Act runs out its effect is, almost invariably, sup- 
plemented by legislation of a totally different char- 
acter, namely, an Act of Indemnity. 

Act of In- An Act of Indemnity .^ — Reference has already 
demnity. made to Acts of Indemnity ^ the supreme 

instance of Parhamentary sovereignty. They are 

^ Viz. (a) treason or treason-felony ; (6) murder or manslaughter ; 
(c) attempt to murder ; (d) aggravated crime of violence against the 
person ; (e) arson, whether by common law or by statute ; (f) attack 
on dwelling house. ^ Section 1. 

® Section 12. ^ Section 13. ® Section 15. 

® See Indepmity Act, 1920 ; Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law 
(2nd ed., 1935), pp. 412, 413. 
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retrospective statutes ■whicli free persons who have 
broken the law from responsibility for its breach, and 
thus make lawful acts which when they were com- 
mitted were unlawful. It is easy enough to see tke 
connection between a Habeas Corpus Suspension Act 
and an Act of Indemnity, The Suspension Act, as 
already pointed out, does not free any person from 
civil or criminal liability for a violation of the law. 
Suppose that a Secretary of State or his subordinates 
should, during the suspension of the Habeas Corpus 
Act, arrest and imprison a perfectly innocent man 
without any cause whatever, except (it may be) 
the belief that it is conducive to the public safety 
that the particular person — say, an influential party 
leader such as Wilkes, Fox, or O’Connell — should be 
at a particular crisis kept in prison, and thereby 
deprived of influence. Suppose, again, that an arrest 
should be made by orders of the Ministry under 
circumstances which involve the unlawful breaking 
into a private dwelling-house, the destruction of 
private property, or the like. In each of these in- 
stances, and in many others which might easily be 
imagined, the Secretary of State who orders the arrest 
'and the officials who carry out his commands have 
broken the law. They may have acted under the 
hona fide belief that their conduct was justified by 
the necessity .of providing for the maintenance of 
order. But this will not of itself, whether the 
Habeas Corpus Act be suspended or not, free the 
persons carrying out the arrests from criminal and 
civil liability for the wrong they have committed. 
The suspension, indeed, of the Habeas Corpus Act 
may prevent the person arrested from taking at the 


Chapter 

V. 



334 


THE RULE OF LAW 


Part n. moment any proceedings against a Secretary of State 

or the officers who have acted under his orders. For 

the sufferer is of course imprisoned on the charge of 
high treason or suspicion of treason, and therefore 
will not, while the suspension lasts, be able to get him- 
self discharged from prison. The moment, however, 
that the Suspension Act expires he can, of course, 
apply for a writ of habeas corpxis, and ensure that, 
either by means of being put on his trial or otherwise, 
his arbitrary imprisonment shall be brought to an end. 
In the cases we have supposed the prisoner has been 
guilty of no legal offence. The offenders are in reality 
the Secretary of State and his subordinates. The 
result is that on the expiration of the Suspension Act 
they are liable to actions or indictments for their 
illegal conduct, and can derive no defence whatever 
from the mere fact that, at .the time when the unlaw- 
ful arrest took place, the Habeas- Corpus Act was, 
partially at any rate, not in force. It is, however, 
almost certain that, when the suspension of the Habeas 
Corpus Act makes it possible for the government to 
keep suspected persons in prison for a length of time 
without bringing them to trial, a smaller or greater 
number of unlawful acts will be committed, if not 
by the members of the Ministry themselves, at any 
rate by their agents. We may even go farther than 
this, and say that the unavowed object of a Habeas 
Corpus Suspension Act is to enable the government 
to do acts which, though politically expedient, may 
not be strictly legal. The Parliament which destroys 
one of the main guarantees for individual freedom 
must hold, whether wisely or not, that a crisis has 
arisen when the rights of individuals must be post- 
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poned to considerations of state. A Suspension Act Chapter 
would, in fact, fail of its main object, unless officials 
felt assured that, as long as tliey bona fide, and 
uninfluenced by malice or by corrupt motives, carried 
out the policy of which the Act was the visible sign, 
they would be protected from penalties for conduct 
which, though it might be technically a breach of 
law, was nothing more than the free exertion for 
the public good of that discretionary power which 
the suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act was in- 
tended to confer upon the executive. This assurance 
is derived from the expectation that, before the 
Suspension Act ceases to be in force. Parliament 
will pass an Act of Indemnity, protecting all persons 
who have acted, or have intended to act, under the 
powers given to the government by the statute. 

This expectation has not been disappointed. An Act 
suspending the Habeas Corpus Act, which has been 
continued for any length of time, has constantly been 
followed by an Act of Indemnity. Thus the Act to 
which reference has already been made, 34 Geo. III. 
c. 54, was continued in force by successive annual 
re-enactments for seven years,-from 1794 to 1801. In 
the latter year an Act was passed, 41 Geo. III. 
c. 66, “ indemnifying such persons as since the first 
“ day of February, 1793, have acted in the apprehend- 
“ing, imprisoning, or detaining in custody in Great 
“ Britain of persons suspected of high treason or 
“ treasonable practices.” It cannot be disputed that 
the so-called suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act, 
which every one knows will probably be followed 
by an Act of Indemnity, is, in reality, a far greater 
interference with personal freedom than would appear 
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Part n. from the very limited efiect, in a merely legal point of 
view, of suspending the right of persons accused of 
treason to demand a speedy trial. The Suspension 
Act, coupled with the prospect of an Indemnity Act, 
does in truth arm the executive with arbitrary powers. 
Still, there are one or two considerations which limit 
the practical importance that can fairly be given 
•to an expected Act of Indemnity. The relief to be 
obtained from it is prospective and uncertain. Any 
suspicion on the part of the public, that ojB&cials had 
grossly abused their powers, might make it difficult 
to obtain a Parliamentary indemnity for things done 
while the Habeas Corpus Act was suspended. As 
regards, again, the protection to be derived from the 
Act by men who have been guilty of irregular, illegal, 
oppressive, or cruel conduct, everything depends on 
the terms of the Act of Indemnity. These may 
be either narrow or wide. The Indemnity Act, for 
instance, of 1801, gives a very limited amount of 
protection to official wrongdoers. It provides, indeed, 
a defence against actions or prosecutions in respect 
of anything done, commanded, ordered, directed, or 
advised to be done in -Great Britain for apprehend- 
ing, imprisoning, or detaining in custody any person 
charged with high treason or treasonable practices. 
And no doubt such a defence would cover any irregu- 
larity or merely formal breach of the law, but there 
certainly could be imagined acts of spite or extortion, 
done under cover of the Suspension Act, which would 
expose the oflFender to actions or prosecutions, and 
could not be justified under the terms of the Indem- 
nity Act. Eeckless cruelty to a political prisoner, or, 
still more certainly, the arbitrary punishment or the 
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execution of a political prisoner, between 1793 and 
1801, would, in spite of tbe Indemnity Act, have left 
every man concerned in the crime liable to suffer 
punishment. Whoever wishes to appreciate the 
moderate character of an ordinary Act of Indemnity 
passed by the Imperial Parliament, should compare 
such an Act as the Act of Indemnity, 1801, with the 
enactment whereby the Jamaica House of Assembly 
attempted to cover Governor Eyre from all liability 
for unlawful deeds done in suppressing rebellion during 
1865. An Act of Indemnity, again, though it is the 
legalisation of illegality, is also, it should be noted, itself 
a law. It is something in its essential character, there- 
fore, very different from the proclamation of martial 
law, the establishment of a state of siege, or any other 
proceeding by which the executive government at its 
own will suspends the law of the land. It is no doubt 
an exercise of arbitrary sovereign power ; but where 
the legal sovereign is a Parliamentary assembly, even 
acts of state assume the form of regular legislation, 
and this fact of itself maintains in no small degree 
the real no less than the apparent supremacy of law. 


Chapter 
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CHAPTEK VI 

THE RIGHT TO FREEDOM OF DISCUSSION^ 

Partn. The Declaration of the Eights of Man® and the 
French Constitution of 1791 proclaim freedom of 
discussion. (Jiscussioii and the liberty of the press in terms which 
are still cited in text-books® as embodying maxims of 
French jurisprudence. 

Principles “ La librc communication des pensdes et des 
inforei^ “opinions est un des droits les plus prddeux de 
MMtita- (‘I’-^ornme; tout citoyen peut done parler, derive, 
“ imprimer lihrement, sauf h rdpond/re de Vdbus de 
“ cette libertd dans les cos ddterminds par la hi.” * 
“La constitution garantit, comme droit naturel et 
“ civil ... la liberte h tout homme deparler, dJdcrire, 
“ d^ imprimer et publier sespensdes, sans que ses dcrits 
“ puissent etre soumis b, aucune censure ou inspection 
“ avant leur publication.” ® 

Belgian law, again, treats the liberty of the press 
as a fundamental article of the constitution. 

“Art. 18. La presse est libre; la censure ne 
“ pourra jamais itre etablie; il ne peut etre exige 

^ See App. sec. ii (2), for note on “ Liberty of Discussion.” 

^ Duguit et Monnier, Les Constitutions et les 'principales lois politiques 
de la FraTice depuis 1789 (1898), Constitution du 3 Sept. 1791, p. 1. 

^ Bourguignon, Elements gindraux de Legislation fravgaise (1873), 
p. 468. 

^ Declaration des droits^ art. 11, Plouard, Les Constitutions frangaises 
(1871-1876), p. 16 ; Duguit et Monnier, op, cit, p. 1. 

^ Op, cit,, p. 18 ; op. cit., p. 4. 
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“ de cautiminement des e'crivai’ns, Miteurs ou im- Chapter 
primeurs. 

“ Lorsque V auteur est connu et dom/icilie en Bel- 
“ gique, I’editeur, Vimprimeur ou le distributeur ne 
“peut etre poursuivi” ^ 

Both the revolutionists of France and the con- Noprin- 
stitutionalists of Belgium borrowed their ideas about freedom of 
freedom of opinion and the liberty of the press from 
England, and most persons form such loose notions 
as to English law that the idea prevails in England 
itself that the right to the free expression of opinion, 
and especially that form of it which is known as the 
“ liberty of the press,” are fundamental doctrines of 
the law of England in the same sense in which they 
were part of the ephemeral constitution of 1791 and 
still are embodied in the articles of the existing Belgian 
constitution ; and, further, that our courts recognise 
the right of every man to say and write what he 
pleases, especially on social, political, or religious 
topics, without fear of legal penalties. Yet this 
notion, justified though it be, to a certain extent, 
by the habits of modern English life, is essentially 
false, and conceals from students the real attitude of 
English law towards what is called “freedom of 
thought,” and is more accurately described as the 
“ right to the free expression of opinion.” As every 
lawyer knows, the phrases “freedom of discussion” 
or “liberty of the press” are rarely found in any 
part of the statute-book nor among the maxims of the 
common law.** As terms of art they are indeed quite 
unknown to our courts. At no time has there in 

^ Constitution de la Belgique, art. 18. 

2 It appears, however, in the preamble to Lord Campbell’s Libel 
Act, 1843. 
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English 
law only 
secures 
that no one 
shall be 
punished 
except for 
statements 
proved to 
be breach 
of law. 


England been any' proclamation of the right to 
liberty of thought or to freedom of speech. The 
true state of things cannot be better described than 
in these words from an excellent treatise on the law 
of libel 

“ Our present law permits any one to say, write, 
“ and publish what he pleases ; but if he make a bad 
“use of this liberty he must be punished. If he 
“ unjustly attack an individual, the person defamed 
“ may sue for damages ; if, on the other hand, the 
“words be written or printed, or if treason or im- 
“ morality be thereby inculcated, the offender can be 
“tried for the misdemeanour either by information 
“ or indictment.” * 

Any man may, therefore, say or write whatever 
he likes, subject to the risk of, it may be, severe 
punishment if he publishes any statement (either 
by word of mouth, in writing, or in print) which 
he is not legally entitled to make. Nor is the 
law of England specially favourable to free speech 
or to free writing in the rules which it maintains in 
theory and often enforces in fact as to the kind of 
statements which a man has a legal right to make. 
Above all, it recognises in general no special privilege 
on behalf of the “ press,” if by that term we mean, 
in conformity with ordinary language, periodical 
literature in general, and particularly the news- 
papers. In truth there is little in the statute- 
book which can be called a “press law.”® The law 


^ Odgers, lAbd wnd Slarider, Introdvxytion (3rd ed., 1896), p. 12. 

2 For exceptions to this, see e,g. Libel Act, 1845, and Newspaper 
Libel and Registration Act, 1881. It is, however, true, as pointed out 
by a critic (see Fisher &; Strahan, The Law of the Press (2nd ed., 1898), 
p. iii), that “ there is slowly growing up a distinct law of the Press.” 
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of the press as it exists here is merely part of the Chapter 

law of libel, and it is well worth while to trace out 1_ 

with some care the restrictions imposed by the law 
of libel on the “freedom of the press,” by which 
expression I mean a person’s right to make any state- 
ment he likes in books or newspapers. 

There are many statements with regard to in- LiMs^on 
dividuals which no man is entitled to publish in n»u. 
writing or print; it is a libel (speaking generally) thus 
to publish any untrue statement about another which 
is calculated to injure his interests, character, or 
reputation. Every man who directly or indirectly 
makes known or, as the technical expression goes, 
“publishes” such a statement, gives currency to a 
libel and is liable to an action for damages. The 
person who makes a defamatory statement and . 
authorises its publication in writing, the person who 
writes, the publisher who brings out for sale, the 
printer who prints, the vendor who distributes a libel, 
are each guilty of publication, and may each severally 
be sued. The gist of the offence being the making 
public, not the writing of the libel, the person who 
having read a libel sends it on to a friend, is a libeller ; 
and it would seem that a man who reads aloud a 
libel, knowing it to be such, may be sued. This 
separate liability of each person concerned in a wrong- 
ful act is, as already pointed out, a very noticeable 

The tendency of recent press legislation is to a certain extent to free 
the proprietors of newspapers from the full amount of liability which 
attaches to other persons for the "bona fide publication of defamatory 
statements made at public meetings and the like. See especially the 
Law of Libel Amendment Act, 1888, s. 4. Whether this deviation from 
the principles of the common law is, or is not, of benefit to the public, 
is an open question which can be answered only by experience. [For 
the statutory regulation of the Press, see App. sec. ii (2 ) (B). — Ed.] 
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Partn. characteristic of our law. Honest belief, moreover, 
and good intentions on the part of a libeller, are no 
leeal defence for his conduct. Nor will it avail him 
to show that he had good reason for thinking the 
false statement which he made to be true. Persons 
often must pay heavy damages for giving currency to 
statements which were not meant to be falsehoods, 
and which were reasonably believed to be true. Thus 
it is libellous to publish of a man who has been con- 
victed of felony but has worked out his sentence that 
he “ is a convicted felon.” It is a libel on the part of 
X if X publishes that B has told him that A’ a bank 
has stopped payment, if, though B in fact made the 
statement to X, and X believed the report to be true, 
it turns out to be false. Nor, again, are expressions 
of opinion when injurious to another at all certain not 
to expose the publisher of them to an action. A 
“ fair ” criticism, it is often said, is not libellous ; but 
it would be a grave mistake to suppose that critics, ' 
either in the press or elsewhere, have a right to 
publish whatever criticisms they think true. Every 
one has a right to publish fair and candid criticism. 
But “ a critic must confine himself to criticism, and 
“ not make it the veil for personal censure, nor allow 
“ himself to run into reckless and unfair attacks merely 

from the love of exercising his power of denuncia- 
“ tion.” ^ A writer in the press and an artist or actor 
whose performances are criticised are apt to draw the 
line between “ candid criticism ” and “ personal cen- 
sure” at very different points. And when on this 
matter there is a difference of opinion between a critic 
and his victim, the delicate question what is meant by 

^ WMs&er v. Rushin (1878) The Times Newspaper, Nov. 27, p. 11 
per Huddleston, B. ' 
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fairness has to be determined by a jury, and may be Chaptei 

so answered as greatly to curtail the free expression !_ 

of critical judgments. Nor let it be supposed that 
the mere “ truth ” of a statement is of itself sufficient 
to protect the person who publishes it from liability 
to punishment. For though the fact that an assertion 
is true is an answer to an action for libel, a person 
may be criminally punished for publishing statements 
which, though perfectly true, damage an individual 
without being of any benefit to the public. To write, 
for example, and with truth of A that he many years 
ago committed acts of immorality may very well 
expose the writer X. to criminal proceedings, and X 
if put on his trial will be bound to prove not only 
that A was in fact guilty of the faults imputed to 
him, but also that the public had an interest in the 
knowledge of A’s misconduct. If X cannot show 
this, he will find that no supposed right of free dis- 
cussion or respect for liberty of the press will before 
an English judge save him from being found guilty 
of a misdemeanour and sent to prison. 

So far in very general terms of the limits placed labels on 
by the law of libel on freedom of discussion as regards ment. 
the character of individuals. Let us now observe for 
a moment the way in which the law of libel restricts 
in theory, at least, the right to criticise the conduct 
of the government. 

Every person commits a misdemeanour who pub- 
lishes (orally or otherwise) any words or any docu- 
ment with a seditious intention. Now a seditious 
intention means an intention to bring into hatred or 
contempt, or to excite disaffection against the King 
or the government and constitution of the United 
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Part n. Kingdom as by law established, or either House of 
Parliament, or the administration of justice, or to 
excite British subjects to attempt otherwise than by 
lawful means the alteration of any matter in Church 
or State by law established, or to promote feelings of 
illwiU and hostility between different classes.^ And 
if the matter published is contained in a written or 
printed document the publisher is guilty of publish- 
ing a seditious libel. The law, it is true, permits the 
publication of statements meant only to show that 
the Crown has been misled, or that the government 
has committed errors, or to point out defects in the 
government or the constitution with a view to their 
legal remedy, or with a view to recommend alterations 
in Church or State by legal means, and, in short, 
sanctions criticism on public affairs which is bonajide 
intended to recommend the reform of existing institu- 
tions by legal methods. But any one will see at once 
that the legal definition of a seditious libel might 
easily be so used as to check a great deal of what is 
ordinarily considered allowable discussion, and would 
if rigidly enforced be inconsistent with prevailing 
forms of political agitation. 

f ®a,me as regards the 

on religions free expression of opinion on religious ' or moral 

or moral ,• q r\i! ^ ° 

questions, questions. Ui late years circumstances have recalled 
attention to the forgotten law of blasphemy. But it 
surprises most persons to learn that, on one view of 
the law, any one who publishes a denial of the truth 
of Christianity in general or of the existence of God, 
whether the terms of such publication are decent or 

0-7 \io** of the CrimivEl Law (6th ed., 1904), arts. 96. 

^ Ibid., arts. 179-183. 
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otherwise, commits the misdemeanour of publishing 
a blasphemous libel, and is liable to imprisonment; 
that, according to another view of the law, any one 
is guilty of publishing a blasphemous libel who 
publishes matter relating to God, Jesus Christ, or the 
Book of Common Prayer intended to wound the 
feelings of mankind, or to ezcite contempt against 
the Church by law established, or to promote immor- 
ality; and that it is at least open to grave doubt 
how far the publications which thus wound the 
feelings of mankind are exempt from the character 
of blasphemy because they are intended in good 
faith to propagate opinions which the person who 
publishes them regards as true/ Most persons, again, 
are astonished to find that the denial of the truth of 
Christianity or of the authority of the Scriptures, 
by “ writing, printing, teaching, or advised speaking ” 
on the part of any person who has been educated in 
or made profession of Christianity in England, is by 
statute a criminal offence entailing very severe penal- 
ties.^ When once, however, the principles of the 
common law and the force of the enactments still 
contained in the statute-book are really appreciated, no 
one can maintain that the law of England recognises 
anything like that natural right to the free communi- 
cation of thoughts and opinions which was proclaimed 
in France a little ■ over a hundred years ago to 

^ But see The Queen v. Ramsay and Foote (1883) 48 L.T. 733 ; and 
Bowman v. Secular Society Ltd. [1914] A.C. 406, where the House of 
Lords held that the propagation of anti-Christian doctrines, apart from 
scurrility or profanity, did not constitute the offence of blasphemy. — 
Ed. 

2 See 9 & 10 Will. III. o. 35, as amended by 53 Geo. III. c. 160, 
and Stephen, op. cit, art. 181 ; cf. Attorney-General v. Bradlaugh (1885) 
14 Q.B.D. 667, at p. 719, per Bindley, L.J. 
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Partn. be one of the most valuable Eights of Man. It is 
quite clear, further, that the effect of English law, 
whether as regards statements made about individuals, 
or the expression of opinion about public affairs, or 
speculative matters, depends wholly upon the answer 
to the question who are to determine whether a given 
publication is or is not a libel. The reply (as we all 
know) is, that in substance this matter is referred to 
the decision of a jury. Whether in any given case 
a particular individual is to be convicted of libel 
depends wholly upon their judgment, and they have 
to determine the questions of truth, fairness, intention, 
and the like, which affect the legal character of a 
published statement.^ 

Freedom of discussion is, then, in England little 
else than the right to write or say anything which a 
jury, consisting of twelve shopkeepers, think it ex- 
pedient should be said or written. Such “liberty” 
may vary at different times and seasons from unre- 
stricted license to very severe restraint, and the 
experience of English history during the last two 
centuries shows that under the law of libel the 
amount of latitude conceded to the expression of 
opinion has, in fact, differed greatly according to the 
condition of popular sentiment. Until very recent 
times the law, moreover, has not recognised any 

1 "The truth of the matter is very simple when stripped of all 
ornaments of speech, and a man of plain common sense may easily 
understand it. It is neither more nor less than this : that a r»an 
may publish anything which twelve of his countrymen think is not 
blamable, but that he ought to be punished if he publishes that 
which is blamable p.e. that which twelve of his countrymen think 
is blamable]. This in plain common sense is the substance of all 
that has been said on the matter.”— TAe King v. Cuthell (1799) 
27 St. Tr. 642, at p. 676. 
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privilege on the part of the press. A statement 
which is defamatory or blasphemous, if made in a 
letter or upon a card, has exactly the same character 
if made in a book or a newspaper. The protection 
given by the Belgian constitution to the editor, 
printer, or seller of a newspaper involves a recognition 
of special rights on the part of persons connected with 
the press which is quite inconsistent with the general 
theory of English law. It is hardly an exaggeration 
to say, from this point of view, that liberty of the 
press is not recognised in England. 

Why then has the liberty of the press been long 
reputed as a special feature of English institutions ? 

The answer to this inquiry is, that for about two 
centuries the relation between the government and 
the press has in England l)een marked by all those 
characteristics which make up what we have termed 
the “ rule ” or “ supremacy ” of law, and that just 
because of this, and not because of any favour shown 
by the law of England towards freedom of discussion, 
the press, and especially the newspaper press, has 
practically enjoyed with us a freedom which till 
recent years was unknown in continental states. 
Any one will see that this is so who examines care- 
fully the situation of the press in modern England, 
and then contrasts it either with the press law of 
France or with the legal condition of the press 
in England during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. 

The present position of the English press is marked 
by two features. 

First, “ The liberty of the press,” says Lord Mans- 
field, “ consists in printing without any previous 


Chapter 

VL 


Why the 
liberty of 
the press 
has been 
thought 
peailiar to 
England. 



248 


THE RULE OF LA W 


Part n “ license, subject to tbe consequences of law.” ^ “ Tbe 

“ law of England ” says Lord Ellenborougb, “ is a 
“ la’^ of liberty, and consistently with this liberty 
modem jjg^yg jjqI; -what is Called an imprimatur ; there 

England* ^ n 

No censor- « jg qq such preliminary license necessary ; but if 
“ a Tnan publish a paper, he is exposed to the penal 
“ consequences, as he is in every other act, if it be 
“ illegal” * 

These dicta show us at once that the so-called 
liberty of the press is a mere application of the 
general principle, that no man is punishable except 
for a distinct breach of the law.® This principle is 
radically inconsistent with any scheme of licence or 
censorship hy which a man is hindered from writing 
or printing anything which he thinks fit, and is hard 
to reconcile even with the* right on the part of the 
courts to restrain the circulation of a libel, until 
at any rate the publisher has been convicted of 
publishing it. It is also opposed in spirit to any 
regulation requiring from the publisher of an in- 
tending newspaper a preliminary deposit of a certain 
sum of money, for the sake either of ensuring that 
newspapers should be published only by solvent 
persons, or that if a newspaper should contain libels 
there shall be a certainty of obtaining damages from 
the proprietor. No sensible person will argue that 
to demand a deposit from the owner of a newspaper, 
or to impose other limitations upon the right of 
publishing periodicals, is of necessity inexpedient or 
unjust. AU that is here insisted upon is, that such 

^ The King v. Dean of St. Asaph (1784) 3 T.E. 428 (note). 

^ The King v. Cohhett (1804) 29 St. Xr. 1 i see Odgers, Libel and 
Ehnd& (3rd ed., 1896), p. 1ft, s g^e p_ 
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checks and preventive measures are inconsistent with. Chapter 
the pervading principle of English law, that men are 
to he interfered with or punished, not because they 
may or will break the law, but only when they have 
committed some definite assignable legal offence. 

Hence, with one exception,^ which is a quaint sur- 
vival from a different system, no such thing is known 
with us as a license to print, or a censorship either 
of the press or of political newspapers. Neither the 
government nor any other authority has the right to 
seize or destroy the stock of a publisher because it 
consists of books, pamphlets, or papers which in the 
opinion of the government contain seditious or libel- 
lous matter. Indeed, the courts themselves will, only 
under very special circumstances, even for the sake 
of protecting an individual from injury, prohibit the 
publication or republication of a libel, or restrain 
its sale until the matter has gone before a jury, and 
it has been established by their verdict that the 
words complained of are libellous.® Writers in the 
press are, in short, like every other person, subject to 
the law of the realm, and nothing else. Neither the 
government nor the courts have (speaking generally) 
any greater power to prevent or oversee the publica- 
tion of a newspaper than the writing and sending of 
a letter. Indeed, the simplest way of setting forth 
broadly the position of writers in the press is to say that 
they stand in substantially the same position as letter- 
writers. A man who scribbles blasphemy on a gate ® 

^ jT.c. the licensing of the performance of stage plays by the Lord 
Chamberlain. See Theatres Act, 184:3, s. 12, and App. sec, ii (2) (B), 
p. 588, for restrictions on press reporting. 

2 Compare Odgers, op. cit, chap, xiii, especially pp. 388-399, with 
the first edition (1881), pp. 13-16. 

3 TAe Que^n v. Foolty (1857), cited Stephen, of the Grimirwi 

Law (7th ed., *1926), p. 160, note 2*» 
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Partn. and a man who prints blasphemy in a paper or in 
a book commit exactly the same offence, and are 
dealt with in England on the same principles. Hence 
also writers in and owners of newspapers have, or 
rather had until very recently, no special privilege 
protecting them from liability.^ Look at the matter 
which way you will, the main feature of liberty of the 
press as understood in England is that the press 
(which means, of course, the writers in it) is subject 
only to the ordinary law of the land. 

Press Secondly, Press offences, in so far as the term can 

be used with reference to English law, are tried and 
punished only by the ordinary courts of the country, 
that is, by a judge and jury.® 

Since the Eestoration,® offences committed through 
the newspapers, or, in other words, the publication 
therein of libels whether defamatory, seditious, or 
blasphemous, have never been tried by any special 
tribunal. Nothing to Englishmen seems more a 
matter of course than this. Yet nothing has in reality 
contributed so much to free the periodical press from 
any control. K the criterion whether a publication 
be libellous is the opinion of the jury, and a man may 


1 ^ statement must be to a oertain extent qualified in view of 
the libel Act, 1843, the Newspaper Libel and Eegistration Act, 1881, 
and the Law of Libel Amendment Act, 1888, which do give some 
amount of special protection to Iona fide reports, e.g. of public mAAfmf ra 
in newspapers. See App. sec. ii (2) (B), pp. 687-591. 

® The existence, however, of process by criminal information, and 
the rule that truth was no justification, had the result that during the 
e^hteenth century seditious libel rose almost to the rank of a press 
oSence, to be dealt with, if not by separate tribunals, at any rate by 
special rules enforced by a special procedure. 

r J ^ Commonwealth, Masson, 

Ufe ofMtlton (1873), voL iii, pp. 265-297. SubstantiaUy the possibility 
of trying press offences by special tribunals was put an end to by the 
abohtion of the Star Chamber in 1641 ; Star Chamber Abolition Act, 1641. 
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publish anything which twelve of his countrymen t hink 
is not blamable, it is impossible that the Crown or 
the Ministry should exert any stringent control over 
writings in the press, unless (as indeed may sometimes 
happen) the majority of ordinary citizens are entirely 
opposed to attacks on the government. The times 
when persons in power wish to check the excesses of 
public writers are times at which a large body of 
opinion or sentiment is hostile to the executive. But 
under these circumstances it must, from the nature of 
things, be at least an even chance that the jury called 
upon to find a publisher guilty of printing seditious 
libels may sympathise with the language which the 
officers of the Crown deem worthy of punishment, and 
hence may hold censures which are prosecuted as 
libels to be fair and laudable criticism of official errors. 
Whether the control indirectly exercised over the ex- 
pression of opinion by the verdict of twelve common- 
place Eng lis hm en is at the present day certain to be 
as great a protection to the free expression of opinion, 
even in political matters, as it proved a century ago, 
when the sentiment of the governing body was differ- 
ent from the prevalent feehng of the class from which 
jurymen were chosen, is an interesting speculation into 
which there is no need to enter. What is certain is, 
that the practical freedom of the English press arose 
in great measure from the trial with us of “ press 
offences,” like every other kind of libel, by a ju^. 

The liberty of the press, then, is in England simply 
one result of the universal predominance of the law 
of the land. The terms “ liberty of the press,” “ press 
offences,” “ censorship of the press,” and the hke, are 
all but unknown to English lawyers, simply because 
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Part n. any offence wliicli can be committed througb tbe press 

is some form of libel, and is governed in substance by 

the ordinary law of defamation. 

These things seem to us at the present day so 
natural as hardly to be noticeable ; let us, however, 
glance as I have suggested at the press law of France 
both before and since the Eevolution ; and also at the 
condition of the press in England up to nearly the end 
of the seventeenth century. Such a survey will prove 
to us that the treatment in modem England of offences 
committed through the newspapers affords an example, 
as singular as it is striking, of the legal spirit which now 
pervades every part of the English constitution. 
Compm- An Englishman who consults French authorities 
the press is struck with amazement at two facts : press law ^ 
has long constituted and still constitutes to a certain 
extent a special department of French legislation, and 
press offences have been, under every form of govern- 
ment which has existed in France, a more or less 

^ The press is now governed in France by tbe Loi sur la liberU 
de la fresse, 29-30 JuilL 1881. This law repeals all earlier edicts, 
decrees, laws and ordinances on the subject. Immediately before 
this law was passed there were in force more than thirty enactments 
regulating the position of the French press, and inflicting penalties 
on offences which could be committed by writers in the press ; 
and the three hundred and odd closely printed pages of Dalloz, 
treating of laws on the press, show that the enactments then in 
vigour under the Republic were as nothing compared to the whole 
mass of regulations, ordinances, decrees, and laws which, since the 
earliest days of printing down to the year 1881, have been issued by 
French rulers with the object of controlling the literary expression 
of opinion and thought. See Dalloz, Rdpertoire de Ldgislation et de 
Jurispruderuye, vol. xxxvi (1856), v° presse, pp. 384-776, special ; tit. i, 
ch. i, pp. 386-394, and tit. ii, ch. iv, pp. 445-491. Cf. SuppUment an 
Ripe^ire, vol. xiii (1893), v° presse, pp. 247-262 and pp. 271-308 ; cf. 
vol. ii, 1929, v° presse, pp. 569, 571 ; Additions au Rdpertoire, 1938, v® 
presse, p. 651 ; Roger et Sorel, Codes et Lois usueUes (1882), v° presse, 
pp. 637-652 ; Duguit, Manud de Droit Public frangais ; Droit Constitu- 
tionnel (1907), para. 86, pp. 575-582. 
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special class of crimes. The Acts which have been caiapter 
passed in England with regard to the press since the - 
days of Queen Elizabeth do not in number equal one- 
tenth, or even one-twentieth, of the laws enacted 
during the same period on the same subject in 
France. The contrast becomes still more marked if 
we compare the state of things in the two countries 
since the beginning of the eighteenth century, and 
(for the sake of avoiding exaggeration) put the laws 
passed since that date, and which were till 1881 in 
force in France, against every Act which, whether 
repealed or unrepealed, has been passed in England 
since the year 1700. It will be found that the French 
press code consisted, till after the establishment of the 
present Eepublic, of over thirty enactments, whilst 
the English Acts about the press passed since the 
beginning of the last century do not exceed a dozen, 
and, moreover, have gontf very little way towards 
touching the freedom of writers. 

The ground of this difference lies in the opposite 
views taken in the two countries of the proper rela- 
tion of the state to literature, or, more strictly, to the 
expression of opinion in print. 

In England the doctrine has since 1700 in sub- 
stance prevailed that the government has nothing to 
do with the guidance of opinion, and that the sole 
duty of the state is to punish libels of all kinds, 
whether they are expressed in writing or in print. 

Hence the government has (speaking generally) exer- 
cised no special control over literature, and the law of 
the press, in so far as it can be said to have existed , 
has been nothing else than a branch or an application 
of the law of libeL 
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partn. In France, literature has for centuries been con- 
sidered as the particular concern of the state. The 
prevailing doctrine, as may be gathered from the 
current of French legislation, has been, and still to 
a certain extent is, that it is the function of the ad- 
ministration not only to punish defamation, slander, or 
blasphemy, but to guide the course of opinion, or, at 
any rate, to adopt preventive measures for guarding 
against the propagation in print of unsound or danger- 
ous doctrines. Hence the huge amount and the special 
and repressive character of the press laws which have 
existed in France. 

Up to the time of the Eevolution the whole litera- 
ture of the country was avowedly controlled by the 
state. The right to print or sell books and printed 
publications of any kind was treated as a special 
privilege or monopoly of certain libraries ; the regu- 
lations (r^glements) of 17^3 (some part of which was 
till quite recently in force and of 1767 confined the 
right of sale and printing under the severest penalties 
to librarians who were duly licensed.® The right to 
publish, again, was submitted to the strictest censor- 
ship, exercised partly by the University;' (an entirely 
ecclesiastical body), partly by the Parliaments, partly 
by the Crown. The penalties of death, of the galleys, 
of the pillory, were from time to time imposed upon 
the printing or sale of forbidden works. These 
punishments were often evaded; but they after all 
retained practical force till the very eve of the Kevolu- 
tion. The most celebrated literary works of France 

^ See Dalloz, Repertoire de Legislation, voL xxxvi (1856), v® presse, 
tit. i, oh. i. Cf. Roger et Sorel, Codes et Lois usudles (1882), v° presse, 
pp. 637-652. 2 
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were published abroad. Montesquieu’s Esprit des caiapter 
Lois appeared at Geneva. Voltaire’s Henriade was ^ . 
printed in England ; the most remarkable of his and 
of Rousseau’s writings were published in London, in 
Geneva, or in Amsterdam. In 1775 a work entitled 
Philosophie de la Nature was destroyed by the order 
of the Parliament of Paris, the author was decreed 
guilty of treason against God and man, and would 
have been burnt if he could have been arrested. In 
1781, eight years before the meeting of the States 
General, Raynal was pronounced by the Parliament 
guilty of blasphemy on account of his Histoire des 
hides} The point, however, to remark is, not so 
much the severity of the punishments which under . 
the Ancien JRdgime were intended to suppress the 
expression of heterodox or false beliefs, as the strict 
maintenance down to 1789 of the right and duty of 
the state to guide the literature of the country. It 
should further be noted that down to that date the 
government made no marked distinction between 
periodical and other literature. When the Lettres 
Philosophiques could be burnt by the hangman, when 
the publication of the Henriade and the Encyclopedic 
depended on the goodwill of the King, there was no 
need for establishing special restrictions on news- 
papers. The daily or weekly press, moreover, hardly 
existed in France till the opening of the States 
General.® 

1 See Dalloz, Bipertoire de lAgisMwn, vol. xxxvi (1856), presse, 
tit. i, oh. i, p. 386. Cf. Roger et Sorel, Codes et Lois usudles (1882), 
v° presse, pp. 637-652. 

2 See Rocquain, L' Esprit rdvolutionnaire avant la Rdvolution (1878), for 
a complete Hst of “ Livres Condamnds ” from 1715 to 1789. Rocquain’s 
book is full of information on the arbitrariness of the French Govern- 
ment during the reigns of Louis XV and Louis XVI. 
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The Revolution (it may be fancied) put an end to 
restraints upon the press. The Declaration of the 
Rights of Man proclaimed the right of every citizen 
to publish and print his opinions, and the language 
has been cited ^ in which the Constitution of 1791 
guaranteed to every man the natural right of speaking, 
printing, and publishing his thoughts without having 
his writings submitted to any censorship or inspec- 
tion prior to publication. But the Declaration of 
Rights and this guarantee were practically worthless. 
They enounced a theory which for many years was 
utterly opposed to the practice of every French 
government. 

The Convention did not establish a censorship, 
but under the plea of preventing the circulation of 
seditious works it passed the law of 29th March 1793, 
which silenced all free expression of opinion. The 
Directory imitated the Convention. Under the First 
Empire the newspaper press became the property of 
the government, and the sale, printing, and publica- 
tion of books was wholly submitted to imperial 
control and censorship.® 

The years which elapsed from 1789 to 1815 were, 
it may be suggested, a revolutionary era which pro- 
voked or excused exceptional measures of state inter- 
ference. Any one, however, who wants to see how 
consonant to the ideas which have permanently 
governed French law and French habits is the notion 
that the administration should by some means keep 
its hand on the national literature of the country, 
ought to note with care the course of legislation from 

^ See p. 238, awJe. 

2 Dalloz, Repertoire de Ligislation, voL xxxvi (1856), v® T>rease 
tit. i, eh. i, p. 386. 
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the Eestoration to the present day. The attempt, 
indeed, to control the publication of books has been 
by slow degrees given up ; but one government after 
another has, with curious uniformity, proclaimed the 
freedom and ensured the subjection of the news- 
paper press. From 1814 to 1830 the censorship 
was practically established (2lBt Oct. 1814), was 
partially abolished, was abolished (1819), was re- 
established and extended (1820), and was re-abolished 
(1828).^ The Eevolution of July 1830 was occasioned 
by an attempt to destroy the liberty of the press. The 
Charter made the abolition of the censorship part of the 
constitution, and since that date no system of censor- 
ship has been in name re-established. But as regards 
newspapers, the celebrated decree of 17th February 
1852 enacted restrictions more rigid than anything im- 
posed under the name of la censure by any government 
since the fall of Napoleon I. The government took to 
itself under this law, in addition to other discretionary 
powers, the right to suppress any newspaper without 
the necessity of proving the commission of any crime 
or offence by the owner of the paper or by any writer 
in its columns,® No one, further, could under this 
decree set up a paper without official authorisation. 
Nor have different forms of the censorship been the 
sole restrictions imposed in France on the liberty of 
the press. The combined operations of enactments 
passed during the existence of the Republic of 1848, 
and under the Empire, was (among other things) to 
make the signature of newspaper articles by their 

^ See Duguit, TraiU de Droit comtitutionnel (2nd ed., vol. v, 1925), 
ch. iii, para. 35, pp. 414, 415. 

2 D^oret, 17 F^vrier, 1852, sec. 32; Eoger et Sorel, Codes et Lois 
usudles (1882), v° presse, p. 646. 
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Partn. authors compulsory to require a large deposit from 
any person who wished to establish a paper,® to with- 
draw all press offences whatever from the cognisance 
of a jury,® to re-establish or reaffirm the provision 
contained in the reglement of 1723 by which no one 
could carry on the trade of a librarian or printer 
{commerce de la librairie) without a license. It may, 
in fact, be said with substantial truth that between 
1852 and 1870 the newspapers of France were as 
much controlled by the government as was every 
kind of literature before 1789, and that the Second 
Empire exhibited a retrogression towards the despotic 
principles of the Ancien R^gitne. The Republic,* it 
is true, has abolished the restraints on the liberty of 
the press which grew up both before and under the 

1 Roger et Sorel, op, cit, (1882), v° etat de si^ge, p. 436, loi du 16 
Juillet, 1850. 

2 Roger et Sorel, op. cit, (1882), v° presse, p. 646, loi du 16 Juillet, 
1850. 

3 Lois, 31 Dec., 1851. 

^ One thing was perfectly clear and deserved notice. The legislation 
of the existing Republic was not till 1881, any more than that of the 
Restoration or the Empire, based on the view of the press which 
pervaded the modern law of England. “ Press law ” still formed a 
special department of the law of Prance. “ Press offences were a 
particular class of crimes, and there were at least two provisionjs, and 
probably several more, to be found in French laws which conflicted 
with the doctrine of the liberty of the press as understood in England. 
A law passed under the Republic (6th July, 1871. Roger et Sorel, 
op, cit,, p. 652) reimposed on the proprietors of newspapers the 
necessity of making a large deposit, with the proper authorities, as a 
security for the payment of fines or damages incurred in the course 
of the management of the paper. A still later law (29th December, 
1875, s. 5. Roger et Sorel, op. cit,, p. 652), while it submitted 
some press offences to the judgment of a jury, subjected others to the 
cognisance of courts of which a jury formed no part. The law of 
29th July, 1881, established the freedom of the press. Later French 
legislation exhibited, no doubt, a violent reaction against all attempts 
to check the freedom of the press, but in its very effort to secure this 
freedom betrayed the existence of the notion that offences committed 
through the press required in some sort exceptional treatment. 
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Empire. But thougli for the last twenty-seven years Chaptei 
the ruling powers in France have favoured the hberty 
or hcence of the press, nothing is more plain than 
that until quite recently the idea that press offences 
were a peculiar class of offences to be dealt with in 
a special way and punished by special courts was 
accepted by every party in France. This is a matter 
of extreme theoretical importance. It shows how 
foreign to French notions is the idea that every 
breach of law ought to be dealt with by the ordinary 
law of the land. Even a cursory survey — and no 
other is possible in these lectures — of French legis- 
lation with regard to literature proves, then, that from 
the time when the press came into existence up to 
almost the present date the idea has held ground 
that the state, as represented by the executive, ought 
to direct or control the expression of opinion, and that 
this control has been exercised by an official censor- 
ship — by restrictions on the right to print or sell 
books — and by the subjection of press offences to 
special laws administered by special tribunals. The 
occasional relaxation of these restrictions is of import- 
ance. But their recurring revival is of far more 
significance than their temporary abohtion.^ 

Let us now turn to the position of the English press 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. tton of 

press in 

^ Note the several laws passed since 1881 to repress the abuse of England 
freedom in one form or another by the press, e.gr. the law of 2nd August, during 
1882, modified and completed by the law of 16th March, 1898, 
for the suppression of violations of moral principles (outrages avx tonnes century. 
moeurs) by the press, the law of 28th July, 1894, to suppress the 
advocacy of anarchical principles by the press, and the law of 16th 
March, 1893, giving the French government special powers with 
regard to foreign newspapers, or newspapers published in a foreign 
language. Cf. Duguit, Manuel de Droit Public frangais ; Droit Constitu^ 
tionneL (1907), para. 86, p. 682. 
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Partii. The Crown originallj held all presses in its own 
hands, allowed no one to print except under special 
license, and kept all presses subject to regulations put 
forward bj the Star Chamber in virtue of the royal 
prerogative : the exclusive privilege of printing was 
thus given to ninety-seven London stationers and 
their successors, who, as the Stationers’ Company, 
constituted a guild with power to seize all publications 
issued by outsiders ; the printing-presses ultimately 
conceded to the Universities existed only by a decree 
of the Star Chamber. 

Side by side with the restrictions on printing — 
which appear to have more or less broken down — 
there grew up a system of licensing which constituted 
a true censorship.^ 

Press offences constituted a special class of crimes 
cognisable by a special tribunal — the Star Chamber — 
which sat without a jury and administered severe 
punishments.® The Star Chamber indeed fell in 1641 , 
never to be revived, but the censorship survived the 
Commonwealth, and was under the Restoration ( 1662 ) 
given a strictly legal foundation by the Licensing Act 
of 1662 , which by subsequent enactments was kept 
in force tiU 1695 .® 

There existed, in short, in England during the 
and snbse- Sixteenth and seventeenth centuries every method of 
likeness curbing tbe press wbicli was then practised in France, 

between 

press law i o, * 

of England See for the control exercised over the press down to 1695, Odgers, 
and of lAhd wnd Slander (3rd ed., 1896), pp. 10-13 ; Holdaworth, History of 
r ranee. English. Law, voL vi (1924), pp. 360-379. and vol. x (1938), pp. 28, 29. 

Gainer, History of England, voL vii (1884), pp. 61, 130 ; &id., 

^°^367^370*^^^’ ’ (1924), 

® See Macaulay, History of England, vol. iv (1858), cii. six, xxi. 
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and wMcL. lias prevailed ttere almost up to the 
present day. In England, as on the Continent, the 
book trade was a monopoly, the censorship was in full 
vigour, the offences of authors and printers were 
treated as special crimes and severely punished by 
special tribunals. This similarity or identity of the 
principles with regard to the treatment of literature 
originally upheld by the government of England and 
by the government of France is striking. It is 
rendered still more startling by the contrast between 
the subsequent history of legislation in the two 
countries. In France (as we have already seen) the 
censorship, though frequently abolished, has almost as 
frequently been restored. In England the system of 
licensing, which was the censorship under another 
name, was terminated rather than abolished in 1695. 
The House of Commons, which refused to continue the 
Licensing Act, was certainly not imbued with any 
settled enthusiasm for liberty of thought. The 
English statesmen of 1695 neither avowed nor enter- 
tained the belief that the “free communication of 
“ thoughts and opinions was one of. the most valuable 
“ of the rights of man.” ^ They refused to renew the 
Licensing Act, and thus established freedom of the 
press without any knowledge of the importance of 
what they were doing. This can be asserted with 
confidence, for the Commons delivered to the Lords a 
document which contains the reasons for their refusing 
to renew the Act, 

“ This paper completely vindicates the resolution 
“to which the Commons had come. But it proves 
“at the sanie time that they knew not what they 

1 See Declaration of the Rights of Man, art. 11, p. 234, ante. 
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Part II. “ were doing, what a revolution they were making, 
“ what a power tkey were calling into existence. 
“ They pointed out concisely, clearly, forcibly, and 
“ sometimes with a grave irony which is not un- 
“ becoming, the absurdities and iniquities of the 
“ statute which was about to expire. But all their 
“objections will be found to relate to matters of 
“ detail. On the great question of principle, on the 
“ question whether the liberty of unlicensed printing 
“ be, on the whole, a blessing or a curse to society, 
“not a word is said. The Licensing Act is con- 
“demned, not as a thing essentially evil, but on 
“ account of the petty grievances, the exactions, the 
“jobs, the commercial restrictions, the domiciliary 
“visits, which were incidental to it. It is pronounced 
“mischievous because it enables the Company of 
“ Stationers to extort money from publishers, because 
“ it empowers the agents of the government to search 
“houses under the authority of general warrants, 
“ because it confines the foreign book trade to the 
“ port of London ; because it detains valuable 
“ packages of books at the Custom House till the 
“ pages are mildewed. The Commons complain that 
“the amount of the fee which the licenser may 
“demand is not fixed. They complain that it is 
“ made penal in an officer of the Customs to open a 
“box of books from abroad, except in the presence 
“ of one of the censors of the press. How, it is 
“ very sensibly asked, is the officer to know that 
“ there are books in the box till he has opened it ? 
“ Such were the arguments which did what Milton’s 
“ Areopagitica had failed to do.” ^ 

1 Maeatday, op. eit., 70 I. iv (1858), p. 543. 
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How sliglit was tlie told, of tie principle of tte Chapter 
liberty of tte press on tbe statesmen who abolished 
the censorship is proved by their entertaining, two 
years later, a bill (which, however, never passed) to 
prohibit the unlicensed publication of news.*' Yet 
while the solemn declaration by the National Assembly 
of 1789 of the right to the free expression of thought 
remained a dead letter, or at best a speculative ma.xim 
of French jurisprudence which, though not without 
influence, was constantly broken in upon by the 
actual law of France, the refusal of the English Par- 
liament in 1695 to renew the Licensing Act did 
permanently establish the freedom of the press in 
England. The fifty years which followed were a 
period of revolutionary disquiet fairly comparable 
with the era of the Restoration in France. But the 
censorship once abolished in England was never re- 
vived, and all idea of restrictions on the liberty of the 
press other than those contained in the law of libel 
have been so long unknown to Englishmen, that the 
rare survivals in our law of the notion that literature 
ought to be controlled by the state appear to most 
persons inexplicable anomalies, and are tolerated only 
because they produce so little inconvenience that 
their existence is forgotten. 

To a student who surveys the history of the liberty Questions 
of the press in France and in England two questions 
suggest themselves. How does it happen that down 
to the end of the seventeenth century the principles difference 
upheld by the Crown in each country were- in sub- press la-w 

^ of France 

stance the same ? What, again, is the explanation of and of 
the fact that from the beginning of the eighteenth 

^ Macaulay, op. cit., pp. 774, 775. 
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Paxt n. 


Reasons 
for original 
similarity. 


century tte principles governing the law of the press 
in the two countries have been, as they still continue 
to be, essentially difierent 1 The similarity and the 
difierence each seems at first sight equally perplexing. 
Yet both one and the other admit of explanation, 
and the solution of an apparent paradox is worth 
giving because of its close bearing on the subject 
of this lecture, namely, the predominance of the 
spirit of legahty which distinguishes the law of the 
constitution. 

The ground of the s imil arity between the press 
law of England and of France from the beginning 
of the sixteenth till the beginning of the eighteenth 
century, is that the governments, if not the people, 
of each country were during that period influenced 
by very similar administrative notions and by similar 
ideas as to the relation between the state and indi- 
viduals. In England, again, as in every European 
country, the belief prevailed that a King was respon- 
sible for the religious behef of his subjects. This 
responsibility involves the necessity for regulating 
the utterance and formation of opinion. But this 
direction or control cannot be exercised without 
governmental interference with that liberty of the 
press which is at bottom the right of every man to 
print any opinion which he chooses to propagate, 
subject only to risk of punishment if his expressions 
contravene some distinct legal maxim. During the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in short, the 
Crown was in England, as in France, extending its 
administrative powers ; the Crown was in England, 
as in France, entitled, or rather required by public 
opinion, to treat the control of literature as an aflfair 



THE RIGHT TO FREEDOM OF DISCUSSION 265 


of state. Similar circumstances produced similar Chapt» 
resTilts ; in each, country the same principles pre- 
vailed ; in each, country the treatment of the press 
assumed, therefore, a similar character. 

The reason, again, why, for nearly two centuries, Eeasonsfar 
the press has been treated in France on principles 
utterly different from those which have been accepted 
in England, lies deep in the difference of the spirit 
which has governed the customs and laws of the two 
countries. 

In France the idea has always flourished that the 
government, whether Eoyal, Imperial, or Republican, 
possesses, as representing the state, rights and powers 
as against individuals superior to and independent of 
the ordinary law of the land. This is the real basis 
of that whole theory of a droit administratif^ which 
it is so hard for Englishmen fully to understand. 

The increase, moreover, in the authority of the central 
government has at most periods both before and since 
the Revolution been, or appeared to most Frenchmen 
to be, the means of removing evils which oppressed 
the mass of the people. The nation has in general 
looked upon the authority of the state with the same 
favour with which Englishmen during the sixteenth 
century regarded the prerogative of the Crown. The 
control exercised in different forms by the executive 
over literature has, therefore, in the main fully har- 
monised with the other institutions of France. The 
existence, moreover, of an elaborate administrative 
system, the action of which has never been subject 
to the control of the ordinary tribunals, has always 
placed in the hands of whatever power was supreme 
^ Cf. App. sec. i (4), p. 497. 
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Part n. in France tlie means of enforcing ofifi.cial surveillance 

of literature. Hence tlie censorship (to speak of no 

other modes of checking the liberty of the press) has 
been on the whole in keeping with the general action 
of French governments and with the average senti- 
ment of the nation, whilst there has never been 
wanting appropriate machinery by which to carry 
the censorship into effect. 

No doubt there were heard throughout the eight- 
eenth century, and have been heard ever since, vigorous 
protests against the censorship, as against other forms 
of administrative arbitrariness ; and at the beginning 
of the Great Revolution, as at other periods since, 
efforts were made in favour of free discussion. Hence 
flowed the abolition of the censorship, but this attempt 
to limit the powers of the government in one par- 
ticular direction was quite out of harmony with the 
general reverence for the authority of the state. 
As long, moreover, as the whole scheme of French 
administration was left in force, the government, in 
whatever hands it was placed, always retained the 
means of resuming its control over the press, when- 
ever popular feeling should for a moment favour the 
repression of free speech. Hence arose the constantly 
recurring restoration of the abolished censorship or of 
restraints which, though not called by the unpopular 
name of la censure, were more stringent than has ever 
been any Licensing Act. Restrictions, in short, on 
what Englishmen understand by the liberty of the 
press have continued to exist in France and are 
hardly now abolished, because the exercise of pre- 
ventive and discretionary authority on the part of 
the executive harmonises with the general spirit of 
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French, law, and because the administrative machinery. Chapter 
which is the creation of that spirit, has always placed 
(as it stni places) in the hands of the executive the 
proper means for enforcing discretionary authority. 

In England, on the other hand, the attempt made 
by the Crown during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries to form a strong central administration, 
though it was for a time attended with success, 
because it met some of the needs of the age, was 
at bottom repugnant to the manners and tradi- 
tions of the country ; and even at a time when the 
people wished the Crown to be strong, they hardly 
liked the means by which the Crown exerted its 
strength. 

Hundreds of Englishmen who hated toleration and 
cared little for freedom of speech, entertained a keen 
jealousy of arbitrary power, and a fixed determination 
to be ruled in accordance with the law of the land.^ 

These sentiments abolished the Star Chamber in 
1641, and made the re-establishment of the hated 
Court impossible even for the frantic loyalty of 1660. 

But the destruction of the Star Chamber meant much 
more than the abolition of an unpopular tribunal ; it 
meant the rooting up from its foundations of the 
whole of the administrative system which had been 
erected by the Tudors and extended by the Stuarts. 

This overthrow of a form of administration which 
contradicted the legal habits of Englishmen had no 
direct connection with any desire for the uncontrolled 
expression of opinion. The Parliament which would 
not restore the Star Chamber or the Court of High 

1 See Selden's remarks on the illegality of the decrees of the Star 
Chamber, cited Gardiner, History of Erigland, voL vii (1884), p. 5i. 
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Part 11 . Commission passed the Licensing Act, and this 

statute, which in fact establishes the censorship, was, 

as we have seen, continued in force for some years 
after the Revolution. The passing, however, of the 
statute, though not a triumph of toleration, was a 
triumph of legality. The power of licensing depended 
henceforward, not on any idea of inherent executive 
authority, but on the statute law. The right of 
licensing was left in the hands of the govern- 
ment, but this power was regulated by the words of a 
statute; and, what was of more consequence, breaches 
of the Act could be punished only by proceedings in 
the ordinary courts.' The fall of the Star Chamber 
deprived the executive of the means for exercising 
arbitrary power.^ Hence the refusal of the House of 
Commons in 1695 to continue the Licensing Act was 
something very different from the proclamation of 
freedom of thought contained in the French Declara- 
tion of Eights, or from any of the laws which have 
abolished the censorship in France. To abolish the 
right of the government to control the press, was, 
in England, simply to do away with an exceptional 
authority, which was opposed to the general tendency 
of the law, and the abolition was final, because the 
executive had already lost the means by which the 
control of opinion could be effectively enforced. 

To sum the whole matter up, the censorship 
though constantly abolished has been constantly re- 
vived in France, because the exertion of discretionary 
powers by the government has been and stiU is in 

^ But the Council after the Restoration exercised considerable 
administrative power and in it are to be found tbe beginnings of the 
modern Government Departments — ^Ed. 
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harmony witli French, laws and institutions. The Chaptea 
abolition of the censorship was final in England, 
because the exercise of discretionary power by the 
Crown was inconsistent with our system of adminis- 
tration and with the ideas of English law.^ The 
contrast is made the more str iking by the paradoxical 
fact, that the statesmen who tried with little success 
to establish the liberty of the press in France really 
intended to proclaim freedom of opinion, whilst the 
statesmen who would not pass the Licensing Act, and 
thereby founded the liberty of the press in England, 
held theories of toleration which fell far short of 
favouring unrestricted liberty of discussion. This 
contrast is not only striking in itself, but also affords 
the strongest illustration that can be found of English 
conceptions of the rule of law. 

^ The Bill of Rights did not destroy the discretionary powers of the 
Crown ; it severely curtailed the more extravagant claims advanced 
under pretence of prerogative during the seventeenth century. — Ed. 



CHAPTEE VII 


Part n. 


Bight of 

public 

meeting. 


Buies of 
Belgian 
constitu- 
tion. 


Principles 
of English 
law as to 
right of 
public 
meeting. 


THE EIGHT OF PUBLIC MEETING* 

The law of Belgium ® with regard to public meetings 
is contained in the nineteenth article of the constitu- 
tion, which is probably intended - in the main to re- 
produce the law of England, and runs as follows : — 

“Art. 19. Les Beiges out le droit de s’ assembler 
“ paisiblement et sans armes, en se conformant aux 
“ lois, qui peuvent r4gler Vexerdce de ce droit, 
“sans n^anmoins le soumettre d une autorisation 
“prealable. 

“ Cette disposition ne s’ applique point aux ras- 
“ semblements en plein air, qui restent enti^rement 
“soumis aux lois de police.”^ 

The restrictions on the practice of public meeting 
appear to be more stringent in Belgium than in 
England, for the police have with us no special 
authority to control open-air assemblies. Yet just 
as it cannot with strict accuracy be asserted that 

^ The author referred to Stephen, Commentaries (14th ed., 1903), 
vol. iv, pp. 174-178, and Kenny, Outlines of Criminal Law (3rd ed., 
1907), pp. 280-286, on this subject. See App. sec. ii (1) for a state- 
ment of the present law. — E d. 

* See Law Quarterly Review, voL iv (1888), p. 159. See also as to 
right of public meeting in Italy, ibid. p. 78 ; in France, ibid. p. 165 ; in 
Switzerland, ibid. p. 169 ; in United States, ibid. p. 257. See as to 
histo^ of law of public meeting in France, Uuguit, Manuel de Droit 
Public fran^is ; Droit Consiitutionnel (1907), para. 83, pp. 554-559. 

® Constitution de la Bdgigue, art. 19. 
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English law recognises the liberty of the press, so it 
can hardly be said that our constitution knows of 
such a thing as any specific right of public meeting. 
No better instance can indeed be found of the way 
in which in England the constitution is built up 
upon individual rights than our rules as to public 
assemblies. The right of assembling is nothing more 
than a result of the view taken by the courts as to 
individual liberty of person and individual liberty of 
speech. There is no special law allowing A, B, and 
C to meet together either in the open air or else- 
where for a lawful purpose, but the right of A to go 
where he pleases so that he does not commit a 
trespass, and to say what he likes to B so that his 
talk is not libellous or seditious, the right of B to do 
the like, and the existence of the same rights of C, 
D, E, and F, and so on ad infinitum, lead to the 
consequence that A, B, C, D, and a thousand or ten 
thousand other persons, may (as a general rule)^ meet 
together in any place where otherwise they each 
have a right to be for a lawful purpose and in a 
lawful manner. A has a right to walk down the 
High Street or to go on to a common. B has the 
same right. G, D, and all their friends have the same 
right to go there also. In other words. A, B, G_ 
and D, and ten thousand such, have a right to hold 
a public meeting ; and as A may say to B that he 
thinks an Act ought to be passed abolishing* the 
House of Lords, or that the House of Lords are 
bound to reject any biU modifying the constitution 

^ No opinion is expressed here on the point TThether an agreement 
on the part of A, B, and O to meet together may not under exceptional 
circumstances be a conspiracy. 


Cbapter 
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Part n. of their House, and as B may make the same remark 
to any of his friends, the result ensues that A and 
ten thousand more may hold a public meeting either 
to support the government or to encourage the 
resistance of the Peers. Here then you have in 
substance that right of public meeting for political 
and other purposes which is constantly treated in 
foreign countries as a special privilege, to be exer- 
cised only subject to careful restrictions. The asser- 
tion, however, that A, B, (7, and D, and a hundred 
thousand more persons, just because they may each 
go where they like, and each say what they please, 
have a right to hold meetings for the discussion of 
political and other topics, does not of course mean 
that it is impossible for persons so to exercise the 
right of meeting as to break the law. The object 
of a meeting may be to commit a crime by open 
force, or in some way or other to break the peace, in 
which case the meeting itself becomes an unlawful 
assembly.^ The mode in which a meeting is held 
may threaten a breach of the peace on the part of 
those holding the meeting, and therefore inspire 
peaceable citizens with reasonable fear ; in which 
case, again, the meeting wUl be unlawful. In either 
instance the meeting may lawfully be broken up, and 
the members of it expose themselves to all the con- 
sequences, in the way of arrest, prosecution, and 
punishment, which attend the doing of unlawful 
acts, or, in other words, the commission of crimes.* 

^ See App. sec. ii, (1) (A), for a criticism of the author’s view. 

^ Compare App. sec. ii, (1) (A), p. 548, for a criticism of the 
author’s assumption that the right of public meeting rests upon the 
participants refraining from committing the misdemeanour of unlawful 
assembly. 
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A public meeting which, from the conduct of those Chapter 
engaged in it, as, for example, through their marfibing "Al- 
together in arms, or through their intention to excite Meeting 
a breach of the peace on the part of opponents,^ fills ^ t^eiule 
peaceable citizens with reasonable fear that the neace ** 

. excite Tin- 

will be broken, is an unlawful assembly. But a meeting lawful 
which is not otherwise illegal does not * become an un- 
lawful assembly solely because . it will excite violent 
and unlawful opposition, and thus may indirectly lead 
to a breach of the peace. Suppose, for example, that 
the members of the Salvation Army propose to hold 
a meeting at Oxford, suppose that a so-called Skeleton 
Army announce that they will attack the Salvation- 
ists and disperse them by force, suppose, lastly, that 
thereupon peaceable citizens who do not like the 
quiet of the town to be disturbed and who dread 
riots, urge the magistrates to stop the meeting of the 
Salvationists. This may seem at first sight a reason- 
able request, but the magistrates cannot, it is sub- 
mitted,® legally take the course suggested to them. 

That under the present state of the law this must be 
so is on reflection pretty clear. The right of A to 
walk down the High Street is not, as a rule,* taken 
away by the threat of A to knock A down if A 

^ Cf. O'Kdly V. Harvey (1883) 14 L.R. Ir. 105 ; Humphries v. Connor 
(1864) 17 Ir. C.L.R. 1, at pp. 8, 9, per Fitzgerald, J. 

2 This statement must be read subject to the limitations stated, 
pp. 277, 278, post 

® It is assumed that the Salvationists meet together, as they 
certainly do, for a lawful purpose, and meet quite peaceably, and 
without any intent either themselves to break the peace or to incite 
others to a breach thereof. The magistrates, however, could require 
the members of the Skeleton Army, or perhaps even the members 
of the Salvation Army, to find sureties for good behaviour or to keep 
the peace. Cf. Kenny, Outlines of Criminal Law (3rd ed., 1907), 
pp. 282, 486 ; Wise v. Dunning [1902] 1 K.B. 167 ; K. & L. 357. 

* See p. 282, post, and of. Humphries v. Connor, ante. 
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Part II. takes liis proposed walk. It is true, tkat A’s going 
into the High Street may lead to a breach of the 
peace, but A no more causes the breach of the peace 
than a man whose pocket is picked causes the theft 
by wearing a watch. A is the victim, not the author 
of a breach of the law. Now, if the right of A to 
walk down the High Street is not affected by the 
threats of X, the right of A, B, and C to march 
down the High Street together is not diminished by 
the proclamation of X, Y, and Z that they will not 
suffer A, B, and C to take their walk. Nor does it 
make any difference that A, B, and C call them- 
selves the Salvation Army, or that X, Y, and Z call 
themselves the Skeleton Army. The plain principle 
is that A’a right to do a lawful act, namely, walk 
down the High Street, cannot be diminished by X’s 
threat to do an unlawful act, namely, to knock A 
down. This is the principle established, or rather 
illustrated, by the case of Beatty v. Oillhanks} The 
Salvation Army met together at Weston-super-Mare 
with the knowledge that they would be opposed by 
the Skeleton Army. The magistrates had put out a 
notice intended to forbid the meeting. The Salva- 
tionists, however, assembled, were met by the police, 
and told to obey the notice. X, one of the members, 
declined to obey and was arrested. He was subse- 
quently, with others, convicted by the magistrates on 
a summary charge of unlawfully assembling in breach 
of the peace in a public thoroughfare and bound over 

. ^ (1882) 9 Q.B.D. 308 ; K. & L. 354. Cf. Duncan v. Jones [1936] 

1 K.B. 218, -HThioh shows that it is an offence for anybody to resist the 
order of a constable to move on from the place of a meeting, if in the 
opinion of the constable, based on reasonable grounds, such an order is 
necessary to prevent a breach of the peace.— Ed. 
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to keep tlie peace. It was an undoubted fact that 
tbe meeting of tbe Salvation Army was likely to lead 
to an attack by the Skeleton Army, and in this 
sense cause a breach of the peace. The conviction, 
however, of X by the magistrates was quashed on 
appeal to the Queen’s Bench Division. 

“ What has happened here,” says Field, J., “ is 
“ that an unlawful organisation [the Skeleton Army] 
has assumed to itself the right to prevent the appel- 
“ lants and others from lawfully assembling together, 
“ and the finding of the justices amounts to this, that 
“ a man may be convicted for doing a lawful act if 
“ he knows that his doing it may cause another to do 
“ an unlawful act. There is no authority for such a 
“ proposition.” ^ 

The principle here laid down is thus expressed by 
an Irish judge in a case which has itself received the 
approval of the English King’s Bench Division.® 

“ Much has been said on both sides in the course of 
“ the argument about the case of Beatty v. Gillbanks. 
“ I am not sure that I would have taken the same view 
“ of the facts of that case as was adopted by the court 
“ that decided it ; but I agree with both the law as laid 
" down by the judges, and their apphcation of it to the 

^ Beatty v. GillbanJcs, ante, at p. 314; Beaty v. Qlenister (1884) 
W.N. 93 ; The Queen v. Justices of Londonderry (1891) 28 L.R. Ir. 440 ; 
with which contrast Wise v. Dunning [1902] 1 K.B. 167 ; K. & L. 357 ; 
and the Irish cases, Humphries v. Connor (1864) 17 Ir. C.L.R. 1 ; The 
Queen v. M^Naughten (1881) 14 Cox O.C. 676 ; O^Kdly v. Harvey (1883) 
14 L.R. Ir. 105. 

It is to be noted that the King’s Bench Division in deciding Wise v. 
Dunning did not mean to overrule Beatty v. Gillbanks, and apparently 
conceived that they were following The Queen v. Justices of London* 
derry, 

^ See The Queen v. Justices of Londonderry, ante, and Wise 
Dunning, ante, at p. 179, per Darling, J. 
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Part n. “ facts as they understood them. The principle under- 
“ lying the decision seems to me to be that an act 
“ innocent in itself, done with innocent intent, and 
“ reasonably incidental to the performance of a duty, 
“ to the carrying on of business, to the enjoyment of 
“ legitimate recreation, or generally to the exercise of 
“ a legal right, does not become criminal because it 
“may provoke persons to break the peace, or other- 
“wise to conduct themselves in an illegal way.” ^ 

Nor is it in general an answer to the claim of, e.g. 
the Salvationists, to exercise their right of meeting, 
that whilst such exercise may excite wrongdoers to 
break the peace, the easiest way of keeping it is to 
prevent the meeting, for “ if danger arises from the 
“ exercise of lawful rights resulting in a breach of the 
“ peace, the remedy is the presence of sulBScient force 
“ to prevent that result, not the legal condemnation of 
“those who exercise those rights.”* 

The principle, then, that a meeting otherwise in 
every respect lawful and peaceable is not rendered 
unlawful merely by the possible or probable mis- 
conduct of wrongdoers, who to prevent the meeting 
axe determined to break the peace, is, it is submitted,® 

^ TAe Queen v. Justices of Londonderry, ante, at p. 461, per Holmes, J. 

® Ibid., at p. 450, per O’Brien, J. 

® Wise V. Dunning, ante, or rather some expressions used in the 
judgments in that case, may undoubtedly be cited as laying down the 
broader rule, that a public meeting in itself lawful, and carried on, so 
far as the promoters and the members of it axe concerned, perfectly 
peaceably, may become unlawful solely because the natural conseq^uence 
of the meeting will be to produce an unlawful act, viz. a breach of the 
peace on the part of opponents (see pp. 175, 176, per Alverstone, C.J. ; 
p. 178, per Darling, J. ; pp. 179, 180, per ChanneU, J.). It should be 
noted, however, that Wise v. Dunning has reference, not to the circum- 
stances under which a meeting becomes an unlawful assembly, but to 
the different question, what are the circumstances under which a 
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well established, whence it follows that in general an catapter 
otherwise lawful puhhc meeting cannot be forbidden ^ 
or broken up by the magistrates simply because the 
meeting may probably or naturally lead to a breach 
of the peace on the part of wrongdoers. 

To the application of this principle there exist 
certain limitations or exceptions. They are grounded . 
on the absolute necessity for preserving the King’s 
peace. 

Fir&t limitation . — If there is anything unlawful (i) where 
in the conduct of the persons convening or addressing S mating 
a meeting, and the illegality is of a kind which ^reloh rf 
naturally provokes opponents to a breach of the 
peace, the speakers at and the members of the meet- 
ing may be held to cause the breach of the peace, and 
the meeting itself may thus become an unlawful 
meeting. If, for example, a Protestant controver- 
sialist surrounded by his friends uses in some public 
place where there is a large Roman Catholic popula- 
tion, abusive language which is in fact slanderous of 
Roman Catholics, or which he is by a local by-law 
forbidden to use in the streets, and thereby provokes 
a mob of Roman Catholics to break the peace, the 
meeting may become an unlawful assembly. And 
the same result may ensue where, though there is 
nothing in the mode in which the meeting is carried 
on which provokes a breach of the peace, yet the object 
of the meeting is in itself not strictly lawful, and may 
therefore excite opponents to a breach of the peace.^ 

person, may be required to find sureties for good behaviour ? The 
magistrate had held that Wise’s language had been provocative and 
that it was likely to occur again. Large crowds had assembled and a 
serious riot was only prevented by police interference ; p. 178. 

^ Cf. Wise V. Dunning^ ante, and G*Kdly v. Harvey, ante* 
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Secmd limitation.— WkexQ a public meeting, 
though the object of the meeting and the conduct of 
the members thereof are strictly lawful, provokes a 
breach of the peace, and it is impossible to preserve or 
restore the peace by any other means than by dispers- 
ing the meeting, then magistrates, constables, and 
other persons in authority may call upon the meeting 
to disperse, and, if the meeting does not disperse, it 
becomes an unlawful assembly.^ Let us suppose, for 
example, that the Salvation Army hold a meeting at 
Oxford, that a so-called Skeleton Army come together 
with a view to preventing the Salvationists from 
assembling, and that it is in strictness impossible for 
the peace to be preserved by any other means than by 
requiring the Salvationists to disperse. Under these 
circumstances, though the meeting of the Salvation 
Army is in itself perfectly lawful, and though the 
wrongdoers are the members of the Skeleton Army, 
yet the magistrates may, it would seem, if they can in 
no other way preserve the peace, require the Salvation- 
ists to disperse, and if the Salvationists do not do so, 
the meeting, becomes an unlawful assembly ; and it is 
possible that, if the magistrates have no other means 
of preserving the peace, i.e. cannot protect the 
Salvationists from attack by the Skeleton Army, they 
may lawfully prevent the Salvationists from holding 
the meeting.® But the only justification for prevent- 

^ See especially O'Kdly v. Harvey, ante. 

® It is particulaily to be noted that in O' Kelly v. Harvey, ante, the 
case in which is carried furthest the right of magistrates to preserve 
the peace by dispersing a lawful meeting, X, the magistrate against 
whom an action for assault was brought, believed that there would 
be a breach of the peace if the meeting broken up continued assembled, 
and that there was no other way by which the breach of the peace 
could be avoided but by stopping and dispersing the meeting. Ibid., 
at p. 109, per Law, L.O, 
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ing tlie Salvationists from exercising their legal Chapter 
rights is the necessity of the case. If the peace can 
be preserved, not by breaking up an otherwise lawful 
meeting, but by arresting the wrongdoers — in this 
case the Skeleton Army — the magistrates or con- 
stables are bound, it is submitted, to arrest the wrong- 
doers and to protect the Salvationists in the exercise 
of their lawful rights.^ 

One point, however, deserves special notice since 
it is apt to be overlooked. 

The limitations or restrictions which arise from the i^ta- 
paramount necessity for preserving the King’s peace right of 
are, whatever their extent, — and as to their exact Meeting 
extent some fair doubt exists, — in reality nothing 
else than restraints, which, for the sake of preserving 
the peace, are imposed upon the ordinary freedom of freedom, 
individuals. 

Thus if u4, a religious controversialist, acting 
alone and unaccompanied by friends and supporters, 
addresses the public in, say, the streets of Liverpool, 
and uses language which is defamatory or abusive, or, 
without being guilty of defamation, uses terms of 
abuse which he is by a local by-law forbidden to use 
in the streets, and thereby, as a natural result of his 
oratory, excites his opponents to a breach of the peace, 
he may be held liable for the wrongful acts of which 
his language is the cause though not the legal justi- 
fication, and this though he does not himself break 
the peace, nor intend to cause others to violate it. 

He may, certainly, be called upon to find sureties for 
his good behaviour, and he may, probably, be pre- 
vented by the police from continuing addresses which 

1 This is particularly well brought out in O'" Kelly v. Harvey, anU. 
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Part n. are exciting a breach, of the peace, for “ the cases with 

‘‘ respect to apprehended breaches of the peace show 

“ that the law does regard the infirmity of human 
“temper to the extent of considering that a breach of 
“■ the peace, although an illegal act, may be the natural 
“consequence of insulting or abusive language or 
“ conduct.” ^ 

So again it may, where the public peace cannot 
otherwise be preserved, be lawful to interfere with 
the legal rights of an individual and to prevent him 
from pursuing a course which in itself is perfectly 
legal. Thus A, a zealous Protestant lady, walks 
through a crowd of Eoman Catholics wearing a 
party emblem, namely, an orange lily, which under 
the circumstances of the ease is certain to excite, and 
does excite, the anger of the mob. She has no inten- 
tion of provoking a breach of the peace, she is doing 
nothing which is in itself unlawful ; she exposes her- 
self, however, to insult, and to pressing danger of 
public attack. A riot has begun ; X, a constable who 
has no other means of protecting A, or of restoring the 
peace, requests her to remove the lily. She refuses to 
do so. He then, without use of any needless force, 
removes the flower and thereby restores the peace. 
The conduct of Z is apparently legal, and A has no 
groimd of action for what would otherwise have been 
an assault. The legal vindication of Z’s conduct is 
not that A was a wrongdoer, or that the rioters were 
within their rights, but that the King’s peace could not 
be restored without compeUing A to remove the Hly.* 

^ Wise, V. I>wn.nmg [1902] 1 K.B. 167, at pp. 179, 180, per Chaanell, J. 

* Humphries v. Connor (1864) 17 b. C.L.R. 1. The case is very 
noticeable ; it carries the right of magistrates or constables to inter- 
fere with the legal conduct of .4, for the sake of preventing or terminat- 
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No public meeting, further, which would not Chapter 
otherwise be illegal, becomes so (unless in virtue of 
some special Act of Parliament) in consequence 
any proclamation or notice by a Secretary of State, 
by a magistrate, or by any other official. Suppose, prooiama- 
for example, that the Salvationists advertise through- uiegaiity. 
out the town that they intend holding a meeting in 
a field which they have hired near Oxford, that they 
intend to assemble in St. Giles’s and march thence 
with banners flying and bands playing to their 
proposed place of worship. Suppose that the Home 
Secretary thinks that, for one reason or another, it is 
undesirable that the meeting should take place, and 
serves formal notice upon every member of the army, 
or on the officers who are going to conduct the so- 
called “campaign” at Oxford, that the gathering 
must not take place. This notice does not alter the 
character of the meeting, though, if the meeting be 
illegal, the notice makes any one who reads it aware 
of the character of the assembly, and thus affects his 
responsibility for attending it.^ Assume that the 

ing a breach of the peace by X, to its very furthest extent. The inter- 
ference, if justifiable at all, can be justified only by necessity, and an 
eminent Irish judge (Fitzgerald, J., 17 Ir. C.L.R., at pp. 8, 9) doubted 
whether it was not in this case carried too far. “ I do not see w’here 
“ we are to draw the line. If [X] is at liberty to take a lily from one 
“ person [A] because the wearing of it is displeasing to others, who may 
“ make it an excuse for a breach of the peace, where are we to stop ? 

*■ It seems to me that we are making, not the law of the land, but the 
“ law of the mob supreme, and recognising in constables a power of 
“ interference with the rights of the Queen’s subjects, which, if carried 
into effect to the full extent of the principle, might be accompanied 
“ by constitutional danger. If it had been alleged that the lady wore 
“ the emblem with an intent to provoke a breach of the peace, it 
“ would render her a wrongdoer ; and she might be chargeable as a 
“ person creating a breach of the peace,” but compare Duncan v. J owes 
[1936] 1 K.B. 218 and E. C. S. Wade in Cambridge Law Journal 
(1937), vol. vi, “ Police Powers and Public Meetings,” at pp. 175 et eeg, 

^ The King v. Fursey (1833) 6 Car. & P. 81. 
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meeting would have been lawful if the notice had 
not been issued, and it certainly will not become 
unlawful because a Secretary of State has forbidden 
it to take place. The proclamation has under these 
circumstances as little legal effect as would have a 
proclamation from the Home Office forbidding me or 
any other person to walk down the High Street. It 
follows, therefore, that the government has little or 
no power of preventing meetings which to all appear- 
ance are lawful, even though they may in fact turn 
out when actually convened to be unlawful because 
of the mode in which they are conducted. This is 
certainly a singular instance of the way in which adher- 
ence to the principle that the proper function of the 
state is the punishment, not the prevention, of crimes, 
deprives the executive of discretionary authority. 

A meeting, lastly, may be lawful which, neverthe- 
less, any wise or public-spirited person would hesitate 
to convene. For A, B, and C may have a right to 
hold a meeting, although their doing so will as a 
matter of fact probably excite opponents to deeds of 
violence, and possibly produce bloodshed. Suppose 
a Protestant zealot were to convene a meeting for 
the purpose of denouncing the evils of the con- 
fessional, and were to choose as the scene of the 
open-air gathering some public place where meetings 
were usually held in the midst of a large town filled 
with a population of Roman Catholic poor. The 
meeting would, it is conceived, be lawful, but no one 
can doubt that it might provoke violence on the part 
of opponents. Neither the government, however, 
nor the magistrates could (it is submitted), as a rule, 
,at any rate, prohibit and prevent the meeting from 
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taking place. They might, it would seem, prevent 
the meeting if the Protestant controversialist and his 
friends intended to pursue a course of conduct, e.g. 
to give utterance to libellous abuse, which would be 
both illegal and might naturally produce a breach of 
the peace, or if the circumstances were such that the 
peace could not be preserved otherwise than by 
preventing the meeting.^ But neither the govern- 
ment nor the magistrates can, it is submitted, solely 
on the ground that a public meeting may provoke 
wrongdoers to a breach of the peace, prevent loyal 
citizens from meeting together peaceably and for a 
lawful purpose. Of the policy or of the impolicy of 
denying to the highest authority in the state very 
wide power to take in their discretion precautionary 
measures against the evils which may flow from the 
injudicious exercise of legal rights, it is unnecessary 
here to say anything. The matter which is worth 
notice is the way in which the rules as to the right 
of public meeting illustrate both the legal spirit of 
our institutions and the process by which the decisions 
of the courts as to the rights of individuals have in 
effect made the right of public meeting a part of the 
law of the constitution. 

^ See p. 273, dntt, and compare G*Kdly v. Harvey (1883) 14 L.K.. Ir. 
106, with The Queen v. Justices of Londonderry (1891) 28 L.R. Ir. 440, 
and Wise v. Dunning [1902] 1 K.B. 167 ; K. & L. 357, with Beatty v. 
GillbanJcs (1882) 9 Q.B.D. 308 ; K. & L. 364. And the magistrates 
might probably bind over the conveners of the meeting to find sureties 
for their good behaviour. The law on this point may, it appears, be 
thus summed up ; “ Even a person who has not actually committed 
any offence at all may be required to find sureties for good behaviour, 
or to keep the peace, if there be reasonable grounds to fear that he may 
commit some offence, or may incite others to do so, or even that 
he may act in some manner which would naturally tend to induce 
other people (even against his desire) to commit one.” — Kenny, 
Outlines of Criminal Law (15th ed., G. G. Phillips, 1936), pp. 582, 683. 
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MARTIAL LAW^ 

Part n. The rights already treated of in the foregoing chapter, 
No sharp as for example the right to personal freedom or the 
b^d^n right to free expression of opinion, do not, it may be 
Wwn suggested, properly belong to the province of consti- 
Sw oi*of *^rional law at aU, but form part either of private law 
strictly so called, or of the ordinary criminal law. 
oonstitu- Thus A’s right to personal freedom is, it may be said . 

tionallair. i .i • T , o 7 . , , , , . . 

only tne ngnt oi A not to be assaulted, or imprisoned, 
by X, or (to look at the same thing from another 
point of view) is nothing else than the right of A, if 
assaulted by X, to bring an action against X, or to 
have X punished as a criminal for the assault. Now 
in this suggestion there lies an element of important 
truth, yet it is also undoubted that the right to 
personal freedom, the right to free discussion, and the 
like, appear in the forefront of many written constitu- 
tions, and are in fact the chief advantages which 

^ See Forsyth, Cases and Opinions in Constitutional Law (1869), 
oh. yi, and Appendix ; Stephen, History of the Criminal Law (1883), 
vol. i, pp. 201-216 ; The King v. Pmney (1832) 6 Car. & P. 264 ; K. & L. 
363 ; The Queen y. Vincent (1839) 9 Car. & P. 91 ; The Queen v. Heale 
(1839) 9 Car. & P. 431 ; Heir and Lawson, Cases in Constitutional Law 
(2nd ed., 1933), pp. 368-381, especially for later Irish cases ; Law 
Quarterly Eeview, voL xviii (1902), pp. 117-151, for four articles on 
the subject. 
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citizens tope to gain by tbe change fcom a despotic to Chapter 
a constitutional form of government. 

The truth is that these rights may be looked upon 
from two poiuts of view. They may be considered 
simply parts of private or, it may be, of criminal law ; 
thus the right to personal freedom may, as already 
pointed out, be looked at as the right of A not to have' 
the control of his body interfered with by X. But in 
so far as these rights hold good against the governing 
body in the state, or in other words, in so far as these 
rights determine the relation of individual citizens 
towards the executive, they are. part, and a most im- 
portant part, of the law of the constitution. 

Now the noticeable point is that in England the 
rights of citizens as against each other are (speaking 
generally) the same as the rights of citizens against 
any servant of the Crown. This is the significance of 
the assertion that in this country the law of the con- 
stitution is part of the ordinary law of the land. The 
fact that a Secretary of State cannot at his discretion 
and for reasons of state arrest, imprison, or punish any 
man, except, of course, where special powers are con- 
ferred upon bim by statute, as by an Aliens Act or by 
an Extradition Act, is simply a result of the principle 
that a Secretary of State is governed in his of&cial as 
in his private conduct by the ordinary law of the 
realm. Were the Home Secretary to assault the 
leader of the Opposition in a fit of anger, or were 
the Home Secretary to. arrest him because he thought 
his political opponent’s freedom dangerous to the 
state, the Secretary of State would in either case be 
liable to an action, and all other penalties to which 
a person exposes himself by committing an assault. 
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Part II. Tlie fact that the arrest of an influential poKtican 
whose speeches might excite disturbance was a strictly 
administrative act would afford no defence to the 
Minister or to the constables who obeyed his orders. 

The subjects treated of in this chapter and in the 
next three chapters clearly belong to the field of 
constitutional law, and no one would think of object- 
ing to their treatment in a work on the law of the 
Constitution that they are really part of private law. 
Yet, if the matter be looked at carefully, it will be found 
that, just as rules which at first sight seem to belong 
to the domain of private law are in reality the foun- 
dation of constitutional principles, so topics which 
appear to belong manifestly to the law of constitu- 
tion depend with us at bottom on the principles of 
private or of criminal law. Thus the position of a 
soldier is in England governed, as we shall see, by the 
principle, that though a soldier is subject to special 
liabilities in his military capacity, he remains while in 
the ranks, as he was when out of them, subject to all 
the liabilities of an ordinary citizen. So, from a legal 
point of view, ministerial responsibility is simply one 
application of the doctrine which pervades English 
law,^ that no one can plead the command of a superior, 
were it the order of the Crown itself, in defence of 
conduct otherwise not justified by law. 

Turn the matter which way you will, you come 
back to the all-important consideration on which we 
have already dwelt, that whereas under many foreign 
constitutions the rights of individuals flow, or appear 
to flow, from the articles of the constitution, in Eng- 
land the law of the constitution is the result, not the 

^ Mommsen, Abriss des romischen Staaisredkt (1893), p. 672. 
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source of the rights of individuals.^ It becomes, too. Chapter 
more and more apparent that the means by which the 
courts have maintained the law of the constitution 
have been the strict insistence upon the two principles, 
first of “ equality before the law,” which negatives 
exemption from the liabilities of ordinary citizens or 
from the jurisdiction of the ordinary courts, and, 
secondly, of “ personal responsibility of wrongdoers,” 
which excludes the notion that any breach of law on 
the part of a subordinate can be justified by the orders 
of his superiors ; the legal dogma, as old at least as 
the time of Edward the Fourth, that, if any man arrest 
another without lawful warrant, even by the King’s 
command, he shall not be excused, but shall be liable 
to an action for false imprisonment, is not a special 
limitation imposed upon the royal prerogative, but 
the application to acts done under royal orders of 
that principle of individual responsibility which runs 
through the whole law of torts.®* 

“ Martial law,” ® in the proper sense of that Martial 
term, in which it means the suspension of ordinary 
law and the temporary government of a country 
or parts of it by military tribimals, is unknown to 
the law of England.* We have nothing equivalent 
to what is called in Eraiice the “ Declaration of the 
State of Siege,” ® under which the authority ordinarily 

^ Cf. Jennings, The, Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), 
pp. 293, 294. 

^ See Heam, Government of England (2nd ed., 1887), ch. iv ; cf. 

Gardiner, History of England, vol. x (1884), pp. 144, 145. 

® This statement has no reference to the law of any other country 
than the United Kingdom. 

^ See Loi sur Vdtat de sihge, 9 Ao4t, 1849, Roger et Sorel, Codes et 
Lois (1882), p. 436 ; Loi 3 Avril, 1878, art. 1, and generally Duguit, 

Manuel de Droit Public franqais ; Droit Constitutionnel (1907), para. 76, 
pp. 610-513 ; and para. 130, p. 926. See p. 292, post 
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vBstcd in tli6 civil power for tlio maintenance of 
order and police passes entirely to the army {autoHU 
militaire). This is an unmistakable proof of the per- 
manent supremacy of the law under our constitution. 

The assertion, however, that no such thing as 
martial law exists under our system of government, 
though perfectly true, will mislead any one who does 
not attend carefully to the distinction between two 
utterly different senses in which the term “martial 
law ” is used by English writers. 

Martial law is sometimes employed as a name for 
the common law right of the Crown and its servants 
to repel force by force in the case of invasion, insur- 
rection, riot, or generally of any violent resistance to 
the law. This right, or power, is essential to the very 
existence of orderly government, and is most assuredly 
recognised in the most ample manner by the law of 
England. It is a power which has in itself no special 
connection with the existence of an armed force. The 
Crown has the right to put down breaches of the 
peace. Every subject, whether a civilian or a soldier, 
whether what is called a “servant of the govern- 
ment,” such for example as a policeman, or a person 
in no way connected with the administration, not 
only has the right, but is, as a matter of legal duty,^ 
bound to assist in putting down breaches of the peace. 
No doubt policemen or soldiers are the persons who, 
as being specially employed in the maintenance of 
order, are most generally called upon to suppress a 
riot, but it is clear that all loyal subjects are bound to 
take their part in the suppression of riots. 

^ Cf. Miller v. Knox (1838) 6 Scott 1. See Report of the Committee 
(including Bowen, L.J., and R. B. Haldane, Q.C.), appointed to inquire 
into the Disturbances at Featherstone in 1893 [C. 7234], and see App. 
sec. V, post, for extract from the Report. 



MARTIAL LA W 


289 


It is also clear that a Soldier has, as such, bo Chapter 

exemption from liability to the law for his conduct in 1 

restoring order. Officers, magistrates, soldiers, police- 
men, ordinary citizens, all occupy in the eye of the 
law the same position ; they are, each and all of them, 
bound to withstand and put down breaches of the 
peace, such as riots and other disturbances ; they are, 
each and all of them, authorised to employ so much 
force, even to the taking of life, as may be necessary 
for that purpose, and they are none of them entitled 
to use more ; they are, each and all of them, liable to 
be called to account before a jury for the use of ex- 
cessive, that is, of unnecessary force ; they are each, 
it must be added — for this is often forgotten — ^liable, 
in theory at least, to be called to account before the 
courts for non-performance of their duty as citizens in 
putting down riots, though of course the degree and 
kind of energy which each is reasonably bound to 
exert in the maintenance of order may depend upon 
and differ with his position as officer, magistrate, 
soldier, or ordinary civilian. "Whoever doubts these 
propositions should study the leading case of The King 
V. Finney^ in which was fully considered the duty of 
the Mayor of Bristol in reference to the Reform Riots 
of 1831. 

So accustomed have people become to fancy that 
the maintenance of the peace is the duty solely of 
soldiers or policemen, that many students will prob- 
ably feel surprise on discovering, from the doctrine 
laid down in The King v. Pinney, how stringent are the 
obligations of a magistrate in time of tumult, and how 
unlimited is the amount of force which he is bound to 
1 (1832) 6 Car. & P. 264 j K. & L. 363. 
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Part 11. employ in support of tlie law. A student, furtlier, 
must be on bis guard against being misled, as be well 
3nigbt be, by tbe language of tbe Riot Act, 1714. 
That statute provides, in substance, that if twelve 
rioters continue together for an hour after a 
magistrate bas made a proclamation to them in tbe 
terms of tbe Act (wbicb proclamation is absurdly 
enough called reading tbe Riot Act) ordering them 
to disperse, be may command tbe troops to fire 
upon tbe rioters or charge them sword in band.^ 
This, of course, is not tbe language, but it is tbe 
effect of tbe enactment. Now tbe error into wbicb 
an uninstructed reader is likely to fall, and into 
wbicb magistrates and ofibcers have from time to 
time (and notably during tbe Gordon riots of 1780) 
in fact fallen, is to suppose that tbe effect of tbe 
Riot Act is negative as well as positive, and that, 
therefore, tbe mibtary cannot be employed without 
tbe fulfilment of tbe conditions imposed by tbe 
statute. This notion is now known to be erroneous ; 
tbe occasion on wbicb force can be employed, and 
tbe kind and degree of force wbicb it is lawful to 
use in order to put down a riot, is determined by 
nothing else than tbe necessity of the case. 

If, then, by martial law be meant the power of tbe 
government or of loyal citizens to maintain public 
order, at whatever cost of blood or property may be 
necessary, martial law is assuredly part of tbe law of 
England. Even, however, as to this kind of martial 
law one should always bear in mind that tbe question 
whether the force employed was necessary or excessive 
will, especially where death bas ensued, be ultimately 

^ See Stephen, History of the Criminal Law (1883), vol. i, pp. 202-205. 
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determined by a judge and jury,^ and tbat the estimate Chaptei 
of what constitutes necessary force formed by a judge 
and jury, sitting in quiet and safety after the sup- 
pression of a riot, may differ considerably from the 
judgment formed by a general or magistrate, who is 
surrounded by armed rioters, and knows that at any 
moment a riot may become a formidable rebellion, 
and the rebellion if unchecked become a successful 
revolution. 

Martial law is, however, more often used as the in what 
name for the government of a country or a district tiai^Lw** 
by military tribunals, which more or less supersede 
the jurisdiction of the courts. The proclamation of 
martial law in this sense of the term is, as has been 
already pointed out,^ nearly equivalent to the state 
of things which in France and many other foreign 
countries is known as the declaration of a “ state of 
siege,” and is in effect the temporary and recognised 
government of a country by military force. The 
legal aspect of this condition of affairs in states which 
recognise the existence of this kind of martial law 
can hardly be better given than by citing some of the 

^ This statement does not contradict anything decided by Marais v. 

General Officer Commanding [1902] A.C. 109 ; K. & L. 383, nor is it 
inconsistent with the language used in the judgment of the Privy 
Cou;^cil, if that language be strictly construed, as it ought to be, in 
accordance with the important principles that, first, a case is only an 
authority for what it actually decides, and, secondly, every judgment 
must be read as applicable to the particular facts proved, or assumed 
to be proved, since the generality of the expressions which may be 
found there are not intended to be expositions of the whole law, but 
governed and qualified by the particular facts of the case in which 
such expressions are to be found. Moreover the courts reserve for 
themselves the right to decide whether the situation calls for such an 
exercise of military force as to justify the existence of a state of war ; 

The Kmg {Garde) v. Strickland [1921] 2 I.R. 317, at p. 329. 

^ See p, 287, anie* 

P 
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Fi ench 
Law as to 
state of 
siege. 


provisions of tlie law wHch. at the present day regu- 
lates the state of siege in France : — 

“ 7. Aussitdt VStat de siege declare, les pouvoirs 
“ dont I’autoritS civile etait revitue pour le maintien 
“ de Vordre et de la police passent tout entiers d 
“ VautoriU militaire. — L’autoritd civile continue 
“nianmoins d exercer ceux de ces pouvoirs dont 
“ I’autoritd militaire ne Va pas dessaisie. 

“ 8. Les tribunaux militaires peuvent Hre saisis 
“ de la connaissance des crimes et delits centre la 
sArete de la BApublique, centre la constitution, 
“centre Vordre et la paix puhlique, quelle que soit 
“ la qualite des auteurs principaux et des complices. 

“ 9. L’ autorite militaire a le droit, — Defaire 
“ des perquisitions, de jour et de nuit, dans le domicile 
“ des citoyens ; — 2° D'dloigner les repris de justice et 
“ les individus qui n'ont pas leur domicile dans les 
“lieux, soumis d Vetat de siige; — 3° D’ordonner la 
“remise des armes et munitions, et deproedder d leur 
“recherche et d leur enlhvement ; — 4° D’interdire les 
“publications et les reunions qu’elle juge de nature 
“ d exciter ou d eritretenir le ddsordre.” ^ 

We may reasonably, however, conjecture that the 
terms of the law give but a faint conception of the 
real condition of affairs when, in consequence of tumult 
or insurrection, Paris, or some other part of Franck, is 
declared in a state of siege, and, to use a significant 
expression known to some continental countries, “ the 
constitutional guarantees are suspended.” We shall 
hardly go far wrong if we assume that, during this 
suspension of ordinary law, any man whatever is liable 

1 Roger et Sorel, Codes et Lots usuelles (1882), v° dtat de siige, 
pp. 435, 436. 
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to arrest, imprisonment, or execution at the will of a Chapter 
military tribunal consisting of a few of&cers who are 
excited by tbe passions natural to civil war. However 
tbis may be, it is clear that in France, even under the 
present Republican government, the suspension of law 
involved in tbe proclamation of a state of siege is 
a thing fully recognised by tbe constitution, and 
(strange though tbe fact may appear) tbe authority 
of military courts during a state of siege is greater 
under tbe Republic than it was under tbe monarchy 
of Louis Philippe.^ 

Now, tbis kind of martial law is in England utterly 
unknown to tbe constitution. Soldiers may suppress 
a riot as they may resist an invasion, they may fight 
rebels just as they may fight foreign enemies, but 
they have no right under tbe law to inflict punish- 
ment for riot or rebellion. During the effort to 
restore peace, rebels may be lawfully killed just as 
enemies may be lawfully slaughtered in battle, or 
prisoners may be shot to prevent their escape, but 
any execution (independently of military law) in- 
flicted by a court-martial is illegal, and technically 
murder. Nothing better illustrates tbe noble energy 
with which judges have maintained the rule of 
regular law, even at periods of revolutionary vio- 
lence, than Wolfe Tone's Case? In 1 79 8, W olfe Tone, 
an Irish rebel, took part in a French invasiou of 
Ireland. Tbe man-of-war in which be sailed was 

1 See Geoffray’s Case (1832) 24 Journal du Palais, 1218, cited Forsyth, 
op. cit., p. 483. Cf. for a statement of limits imposed by French law 
on action of military authorities during state of siege, Duguit, Manuel 
de Droit Public frangais; Droit Constituiionnd (1907), para. 76, pp. 

512, 513. 

2 (1798) 27 St. Tr. 614. 
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a court-martial in Dublin. He was thereupon sen- 
tenced to be hanged. He held, however, no commis- 
sion as an English officer, his only commission being 
one from the French Republic. On the morning when 
his execution was about to take place application was 
made to the Irish King’s Bench for a writ of habeas 
corpus. The ground taken was that Wolfe Tone, not 
being a military person, was not subject to punishment 
by a comrt-martial, or, in effect, that the officers who 
tried him were attempting illegally to enforce martial 
law. The Court of King’s Bench at once granted the 
writ. When it is remembered that Wolfe Tone’s 
substantial guilt was admitted, that the court was 
made up of judges who detested the rebels, and that 
in 1798 Ireland was in the midst of a revolutionary 
crisis, it will be admitted that no more splendid 
assertion of the supremacy of the law can be found 
than the protection of Wolfe Tone by the Irish Bench. 



CHAPTEE IX 


THE AEMY^ 

The British army may for the purposes of this Chapter 
treatise be treated as consisting of the Standing Army 
or, in technical language, the Regular Forces® and of 
the Territorial Army,® -which, like the Mihtia,* is a 

^ See Manvxil of Military Law (7th ed., 1929), especially ch. i, ii and 
ix ; and Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law (2nd ed„ 1935), pp. 387- 
396. As to Standing Army, Bill of Rights, 1689 ; Army Discipline 
and Regulation Act, 1879 ; Army Act, 1881, with the amendments 
made by the Army (Annual) Act, which since 1917 applies also to the 
Royal Air Force, and is entitled the Army and Air Force (Annual) 

Act ; Reserve Forces Act, 1937. 

2 “ The expressions * regular forces ’ and ‘ His Majesty’s regular 
forces ’ mean officers and soldiers who by their commission, terms of 
enlistment, or otherwise, are liable to render' continuously for a term 
military service to His Majesty in any part of the world, including, 
subject to the modifications in this Act mentioned, the Royal Marines 
and His Majesty’s Indian forces and the Royal Malta Artillery, and 
subject to this qualification, that when the reserve forces are subject to 
military law such forces become during the period of their being so 
subject part of the regular forces ” (Army Act, 1881, s. 190 (8)). 

3 See Territorial and Reserve Forces Act, 1907, and Territorial 
Army and Militia Act, 1921. 

^ The Militia. — ^The Territorial and Reserve Forces Act, 1907, did 
not repeal the various Militia Acts. Until these Acts were repealed 
the statutory power of raising the Militia, either regular or local, and 
of forming thereof regiments and corps continued to exist. The Militia 
as long as it existed was in theory a local force levied by conscription, 
but the power of raising it by ballot had been suspended for a con- 
siderable time, and the Militia was in fact recruited by voluntary 
enlistment. Embodiment converted the Militia into a regular army, 
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Part IL territorial army for th.e defence of the United 
Klingdom. 

Each of these forces has been rendered subordinate 
to the law of the land. My object is not to give 
even an outline of the enactments affecting the army, 
but simply to explain the legal principles on which 
this supremacy of the law throughout the army has 
been secured. 

It will be convenient in considering this matter to 
reverse the order pursued in the common text-books ; 
these contain a great deal about the militia, the terri- 
torial force of its day, and comparatively little about 
the regular forces, or what we now call the “ army.” 
The reason of this is that historically the militia is 
an older institution than the permanent army, and the 
existence of a standing army is historically, and 
according to constitutional theories, an anomaly. 
Hence the standing army has often been treated by 
writers of authority as a sort of exceptional or sub- 
ordinate topic, a kind of excrescence, so to speak, on 
the national and constitutional force known as the 
mihtia.^ As a matter of fact, of course, the standing 

but an army which could not be called upon to serve abroad. But the 
Militia was not raised after the reorganisation of the Forces consequent 
upon the passing of the Territorial and Reserve Forces Act, 1907. By 
the Act of 1921 the title of the Special Reserve, raised under the Act 
of 1907, was altered to Militia. This force had no historical connection 
with the Militia referred to in these notes. 

The position of the Militia was afEected by the Territorial and 
Reserve Forces Act, 1907, in two ways : — 

(1) All the units of the general (or regular) Militia were either 
transferred to the Army Reserve or disbanded. 

(2) The personnel of the regular Militia ceased to exist as such. 

^ In the seventeenth century Parliament apparently meant to rely 
for the defence of England upon this national army raised from the 
counties and placed under the guidance of country gentlemen. See 
Militia Act; 1662. 
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army is now tlie real national force, and tlie territorial Chapter 
force is a body of secondary importance. 

to the Standing Army. — A. permanent army of standing 
paid soldiers, whose main duty is one of absolute iS^rist- 
obedience to commands, appears at first sight to be 
an institution inconsistent with that rule of law or 
submission to the civil authorities, and especially to 6°'^®^' 
the judges, which is essential to popular or Parlia- annual 
mentary government ; and in truth the existence of 
permanent paid forces has often in most countries and 
at times in England — ^notably under the Common- 
wealth — been found inconsistent with the existence of 
what, by a lax though intelligible mode of speech, is 
called a free government.^ The belief, indeed, of our 
statesmen down to a time considerably later than the 
Revolution of 1689 was that a standing army must be 
fatal to English freedom, yet very soon after the 
Revolution it became apparent that the existence of a 
body of paid soldiers was necessary to the safety of 
the nation. Englishmen, therefore, at the end of the 
seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth 
centuries, found themselves placed in this dilemma. 

With a standing army the country could not, they 
feared, escape from despotism; without a standing 
army the country could not, they were sure, avert 
invasion ; the maintenance of national hberty appeared 

^ Macaulay, History of ETi^land, vol. iii (1858), pp. 42-47. 

“ Throughout the period [of the Ciwil War and the Interregnum] the 
“ military authorities maintained with great strictness their exclusive 
“ jurisdiction over offences committed both by officers and soldiers. 

“ More than once confficts took place between the civil magistrates 
“ and the commanders of the army over this question.” — ^Firth, 
CromwelVs Army (1902), p. 310. The author gives several examples 
(pp. 310-312) of the assertion or attempted assertion of the authority 
of the civil power, even during a period of military predominance. 
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Partn. to involve the sacrifice of national independence. 
Yet English statesmanship found almost by accident 
a practical escape from this theoretical dilemma, and 
the Mutiny Act, though an enactment passed in a 
hurry to meet an immediate peril, contains the 
solution of an apparently insolvable problem. 

In this instance, as in others, of success achieved 
by what is called the practical good sense, the 
political instinct, or the statesmanlike tact of English- 
men, we ought to be on our guard against two 
errors. 

We ought not, on the one hand, to fancy that Eng- 
lish statesmen acted with some profound sagacity or 
foresight peculiar to themselves, and not to be found 
among the politicians of other countries. Still less 
ought we, on the other, to imagine that luck or chance 
helps Englishmen out of difficulties with which the 
inhabitants of other countries cannot cope. Political 
common sense, or political instinct, means little more 
than habitual training in the conduct of affairs ; this 
practical acquaintance with public business was en- 
joyed by educated Englishmen a century or two 
earlier than by educated Frenchmen or Germans; 
hence the early prevalence in England of sounder 
principles of government than have till recently pre- 
vailed in other lands. The statesmen of the Eevolu- 
tion succeeded in dealing with difficult problems, not 
because they struck out new and brilliant ideas, or 
because of luck, but because the notions of law and 
government which had grown up in England were in 
many points sound, and because the statesmen of 
1689 applied to the difficulties of their time the 
notions which were habitual to the more thoughtful 
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Englislimen of the day. The position of the army, in 
fact, was determined by an adherence on the part of 
the authors of the first Mutiny Act to the funda- 
mental principle of English law, that a soldier may, 
like a clergyman, incur special obligations in his 
official character, but is not thereby exempted from 
the ordinary liabilities of citizenship. 

The object and principles of the first Mutiny Act 
of 1689 are exactly the same as the object and 
principles of the Army Act,^ under which the 
English army is in substance now governed. A 
comparison of the two statutes shows at a glance 
what are the means by which the maintenance of 
military discipline has been reconciled with the 
maintenance of freedom, or, to use a more accurate 
exptession, with the supremacy of the law of the 
land. 

The preamble to the first Mutiny Act has re- 
appeared with slight alterations in every subsequent 
Mutiny Act, and recites that “ Whereas no man may 
“ be forejudged of life or limb, or subjected to any 
“ kind of punishment by martial law, or in any other 
“manner than by the judgment of his peers, and 
“ accordinof to the known and established laws of 

O 

“ this realm ; yet, nevertheless, it ” [is] “ requisite for 
“retaining such forces as are, or shall be, raised 
“ during this exigence of afEaifs, in their duty an 
“ exact discipline be observed ; and that soldiers who , 
“ shall mutiny or stir up sedition, or shall desert 
“ their majesties’ service, be brought to a more ex- 
“ emplary and speedy punishment than the usual 

^ Applied to the Air Force with certain amendments since 1917 ; 
Air Force (Constitution) Act, 1917, s. 12. 


Chapter 

IX. 
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Soldier’s 
position as 
citizen. 


“ forms of law will allow.” ^ 

THs recital states the precise difficulty which per- 
plexed the statesmen of 1689. Now let us observe 
the way in which it has been met. 

A soldier, whether an officer or a private, in a stand- 
ing army, or (to use the wider expression of modem 
Acts) “a person subject to military law,” ® stands in a 
two-fold relation : the one is his relation towards his 
fellow-citizens outside the army ; the other is his 
relation towards the members of the army, and 
especially towards his military superiors ; any man, 
in short, subject to military law has duties and rights 
as a citizen as well as duties and rights as a soldier. 
His position in each respect is under English law 
governed by de&hte principles. 

A soldier's ‘position as a citizen. — The fixed 
doctrine of English law is that a soldier, though a 
member of a standing army, is in England subject to 

^ See Gode, Military Forces of the Crown (1869), vol. i, p. 499 ; of. 
Army (Aimiial) Act, 1884. The variations in the modem Acts, though 
slight, are instructive. 

2 Part V of the Army Act, 1881, points out who imder English law 
are “ persons subject to military law,” that is to say, who are liable to 
be tried and punished by court-martial for military, and in some 
circumstances for civil, offences imder the provisions of the Act. 

For our present purpose such persons (speaking broadly at any rate) 
appear to come within three descriptions : — ^first, persons belonging to 
the regular army and air forces (see Army Act, 1881, ss. 175 (1), 190 (8) ; 
Air Force (Constitution) Ad, 1917, s. 12) ; secondly, persons belonging 
to the territorial army and air forces, in certain circumstances, viz. 
when they are being trained, when acting with any regular forces, 
when embodied, and when called out for actual military service for 
purposes of defence (Army Act, ss. 176, 190 (6) (a)) ; thirdly, persons 
not belonging to the regular forces or to the auxiliary forces who are 
either employed by, or followers of, the two forces on active service 
beyond the seas (ibid,, s. 176 (9), 10)). The regular forces include the 
Royal Marines when on shore and the reserve forces when called out. 
See Army Act, ss. 175, 176 ; cf. Marks v, Frogley [1898] 1 Q.B. 888. 
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all the duties and liabilities of an ordinary citizen. Chapt«r 
“ Nothing in this Act contained” (so runs the first 
Mutiny Act) “ shall extend or be construed to exempt 
“ any ofB.cer or soldier whatsoever from the ordinary 
“process of law.”^ These words contain the clue 
to all our legislation with regard to the standing 
army whilst employed in the United Kingdom. A 
soldier by his contract of enlistment undertakes 
many obligations in addition to the duties incumbent 
upon a civilian. But he does not escape from any 
of the duties of an ordinary British subject. 

The results of this principle are traceable through- 
out the Mutiny Acts. 

A soldier is subject to the same criminal liability as crim^ 
a civilian.® He may when in the British dominions 
be put on trial before any competent “civil” {i.e. 
non-military) court for any offence for which he 
would be triable if he were not subject to ndlitary 
law, and there are certain offences, such as murder, 
for which he must in general be tried by a civil 
tribunal.® Thus, if a soldier murders a companion or 
robs a traveller whilst quartered in England or in 
Van Diemen’s Land, his military character will not 
save him from standing in the dock on the charge 
of murder or theft. 

A soldier cannot escape from civil habihties, as, 

, -f 1 liaDility, 

for example, responsibility for debts ; the only exemp- 
tion which he can claim is that he cannot be taken 
out of the service of the Crown by order of any conrt 
of law or be compelled to appear in person before such 

1 See Clode, 0 ^. ciU vol. i, p. 500. 

^ Cf. Army Act, 1881, ss. 41, 144, 162. 

® Cf. Jurisdiction iii Homicides Act, 1862, and Clode, op. cii., 
vol. i, pp. 206, 207.. 
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court on a civil claim against him which does not 
exceed £30.^ 

No one who has entered into the spirit of con- 
tinental legislation can believe that (say in France or 
Prussia) the rights of a private individual would thus 
have been allowed to override the claims of the public 
service. 

In all conflicts of jurisdiction between a military 
and a civil court the authority of the civil court 
prevails. Thus, if a soldier is acquitted or convicted 
of an ofience by a competent civil court, he cannot 
be tried for the same offence by a court-martial ; ® 
but an acquittal or conviction by a court-martial, say 
for manslaughter or robbery, is no plea to an indict- 
ment for the same offence at the Assizes.® 

When a soldier is put on trial on a charge of crime, 
obedience to superior orders is not of itself a defence.* 

^ See Army Act, 1881, s. 144 ; cf. Clode, of. cit, vol. i, pp. 207, 208, 
and Thurston v. Mills (1812) 16 East 254. 

2 Army Act, s. 162 (6). 

® Ibid, Contrast the position of the army in relation to the law of 
the land in France. The fundamental principle of French law is, as 
it apparently always has been, that every kind of crime or offence com- 
mitted by a soldier or person subject to military law must be tried 
by a military tribunal. See Code de Justice Militaire, arts. 55, 56, 76, 
77, and Le Faure, Les Lois militaires de la France (1876), pp. 167, 173. 

^ Stephen, History of the Criminal Law (1883), vol. i, pp. 204-206 ; 
cf. Clode, op. cit.y vol. ii, pp. 125-155. The position of a soldier is 
curiously illustrated by the following case. X was a sentinel on board 
a ship in the Royal Navy when she was paying off. “ The orders to 
him from the preceding sentinel were, to keep off all boats, unless 
they had officers with uniforms in them, or unless the officer on deck 
allowed them to approach ; and he received a musket, three blank 
cartridges, and three balls. The boats pressed ; upon which he called 
repeatedly to them to keep off ; but one of them persisted and came 
close under the ship ; and he then fired at a man who was in the 
boat, and killed him. The jury found that the sentinel fired under 
the ^taken impression that it was his duty. On a case reserved, 
the judges were unanimous that the killing was nevertheless murder ; 
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This is a matter wliicli requires explanation. 

A soldier is bound to obey any lawful order wbicb 
be receives from bis military superior. But a soldier 
cannot any more than a civilian avoid responsibility 
for breach of the law by pleading that be broke the 
law in 6ona Jide obedience to the orders (say) of the 
commander-in-chief. Hence the position of a soldier 
is in theory and may be in practice a difficult one. 
He may, as it has been well said, be liable to be shot 
by a court-martial if he disobeys an order, and to be 
hanged by a judge and jury if he obeys it. His 
situation and the line of his duty may be seen by 
considering how soldiers ought to act in the follow- 
ing cases. 

During a riot an officer orders his soldiers to fire 
upon rioters. The command to fire is justified by 
the fact that no less energetic course of action would 
be sufficient to put down the disturbance. The 
soldiers are, under these circumstances, clearly bound 
from a legal, as well as from a military, point of view 
to obey the command of their officer. It is a lawful 

but were of opinion, that if tbe act bad been necessary for tbe pre- 
servation of tbe ship, as if tbe deceased bad been stirring up a mutiny, 
tbe sentinel would bave been justified.” — ^Russell, Crime (9tb ed., 
1936), vol. i, p. 510, citing The King v. Thomas (1816) MS., Bayley, J. 
Tbe date of tbe decision is worth noticing ; no one can suppose tbat 
tbe judges of 1816 were disposed to underrate tbe rights of tbe Crown 
and its servants. Tbe judgment of tbe court rests upon and illustrates 
tbe incontrovertible principle of tbe common law tbat tbe fact of a 
person being a soldier and of his acting strictly under orders, does not 
of itself exempt from criminal bability for acts wbicb would be 
crimes if done by a civilian, but compare Keighley v. 3ell (1866) 4 !F. & F. 
763, at p. 790, cited in The Queen v. Smith (1900) 17 Cape S.C. Reports 
561 ; K. & L. 348. In tbe opinion of WiQes, J., obedience to an order 
of a superior officer wbicb is not necessarily or manifestly illegal may 
be a good defence to a criminal charge against a person subject to 
mibtary law. 


Chapter 

IX. 
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their duty both as soldiers and as citizens. 

An officer orders his soldiers in a time of political 
excitement then and there to arrest and shoot without 
trial a popular leader against whom no crime has 
been proved, but who is suspected of treasonable 
designs. In such a case there is (it is conceived) no 
doubt that the soldiers who obey, no less than the 
officer who gives the command, are guilty of murder, 
and liable to be hanged for it when convicted in due 
course of law. In such an extreme instance as this 
the duty of soldiers is, even at the risk of disobeying 
their superior, to obey the law of the land. 

An officer orders his men to fire on a crowd who 
he thinks could not be dispersed without the use of 
firearms. As a matter of fact the amount of force 
which he wishes to employ is excessive, and order 
could be kept by the mere threat that force would be 
used. The order, therefore, to fire is not in itself a 
lawful order, that is, the colonel, or other officer, who 
gives it is not legally justified in giving it, and will 
himself be held criminally responsible for the death 
of any person killed by the discharge of firearms. 
"What is, from a legal point of view, the duty of the 
soldiers 1 The matter is one which has never been 
absolutely decided ; the following answer, given by 
Mr. Justice Stephen, is, it may faicly be assumed, as 
nearly correct a reply as the state of the authorities 
makes it possible to provide : — 

I do not think, however, that the question how 
far superior orders would justify soldiers or sailors 
in making an attack upon civilians has ever been 
brought before the courts of law in such a manner 
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“ as to be fully considered and determined. Probably 
“ upon such an argument it would be found that the 
“ order of a military superior would justify Ms in- 
“ feriors in executing any orders for giving which they 
“ might fairly suppose their superior officer to have 
“ good reasons. Soldiers might reasonably -think 
“that their officer had good grounds for ordering 
“ them to fire into a disorderly crowd which to them 
“ might not appear to be at that moment engaged in 
“ acts of dangerous violence, but soldiers could hardly 
“ suppose that their officer could have any good 
“ grounds for ordering them to fire a volley down a 
“crowded street when no disturbance of any kind 
“ was either in progress or apprehended. The doc- 
“ trine that a soldier is bound under all circumstances 
“ whatever to obey his superior officer would be fatal 
“ to nailitary discipline itself, for it would justify the 
“ private in shooting the colonel by the orders of the 
“ captain, or in deserting to the enemy on the field of 
“battle on the order of his immediate superior. I 
“think it is not less monstrous to suppose that 
“ superior orders would justify a soldier in the 
“ massacre of unoffending civilians in time of peace, 
“ or in the exercise of inhuman cruelties, such as the 
“ slaughter of women and children, during a rebellion. 
“The only line that presents itself to my mind is 
“that a soldier should be protected by orders for 
“which he might reasonably believe his officer to 
“have good grounds. The inconvenience of being 
“ subject to two jurisdictions, the sympathies of wMch. 
“ are not unlikely to be opposed to each other, is an 
“ inevitable conseq^uence of the double necessity of 
“ preserving on the one hand the supremacy of th,e 


Chapter 

IX. 
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“law, and on tlie other the discipline of the 
“ army.” ^ 

The hardship of a soldier’s position resulting from 
this inconvenience is much diminished by the power 
of the Crown to nullify the effect of an unjust con- 
viction by means of a pardon.* While, however, a 
soldier runs no substantial risk of punishment for 
obedience to orders which a man of common sense 
may honestly believe to involve no breach of law, he 
can under no circumstances escape the chance of his 
military conduct becoming the subject of inquiry 
before a civil tribunal, and cannot avoid liability on 
the ground of obedience to superior orders for any act 
which a man of ordinary sense must have known to 
be a crime.* 

A soldier's position as a member of the ourmy . — 
A citizen on entering the army becomes liable to 
special duties as being “ a person subject to military 
law.” Hence acts which if done by a civilian would 
be either no offence at all or only slight misdemeanours. 

^ Stephen, <yp. cit, vol. i, pp. 206, 206 ; of. Willes, J., in Keighley v. 
Bell (1866) 4 F. & F. 763. See also opinion of Lord Bowen, cited in 
App. sec. T, post. 

* As also by the right of the Attorney- General as representing the 
Crown to enter a nolle 'prosequi. See Stephen, op. oil., vol. i, p. 496, 
and Arohbold, Pleading, Evidence and Practice in Criminal Cases (30th 
ed., 1938), p. 110. 

® Buron v. Denman (1848) 2 Ei. 167, is sometimes cited as showing 
that obedience to the orders of the Crown is a legal justification to an 
ofScer for committing a breach of law, but the decision in that case 
does not, in any way, support the doctrine erroneously grounded upon 
it. What the judgment in Buron v, Denman shows is that an act 
done by an English military or naval ofScer in a foreign country to a 
foreigner, previously authorised or subsequently ratified by the Crown, 
is an act of state, but does not constitute any breach of law for which an 
action can be brought against the ofScer in an English court ; of. 
leather v. The Queen (1865) 6 B. & S. 257, at p. 296. 
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s.g. an insult or a blow ofiered to an ofiS.cer, may 
wben done by a soldier become serious crimes and 
expose tbe person guilty of tbem ‘to grave punish, 
ment. A soldier’s offences, moreover, can be tried and 
punished by a court-martial. He therefore in his 
military character of a soldier occupies a position 
totally different from that of a civilian ; he has not 
the same freedom, and in addition to his duties as 
a citizen is subject to all the liabilities imposed by 
military law ; but though this is so, it is not to be 
supposed that, even as regards a soldier’s own position 
as a military man, the rule of the ordinary law is, at 
any rate in time of peace, excluded from the army. 

The general principle on this subject is that the 
courts of law have jurisdiction to determine who are 
the persons subject to military law, and whether a 
given proceeding, alleged to depend upon military 
law, is really justified by the rules of law which 
govern the army. 

Hence flow the following (among other) conse- 
quences. 

The civil courts determine ^ whether a given person 
is or is not “ a person subject to military law.” ® 

Enlistment, which constitutes the contract® by 


^ See PFoZ/e Toners Case (1798) 27 St. Tr. 614; Frye v. Ogle (1743), 
cited Manual of Military Law (7tli ed., 1929), ch. viii, sec. 35. 

2 See Axmy Act, 1881, ss. 175-184. 

® The enlistment of the soldier is a species of contract between 
the Sovereign and the soldier, and under the ordinary law cannot be 
altered without the consent of both parties. The result is that the 
conditions laid down in the Act under which a man is enlisted 
cannot be varied without his consent ; but his service is liable to be 
determined at the pleasure of the Crown and there is no remedy for 
dismissal or recovery of pay; see App. sec. i, (6) (B), p. 530. — 
Manual of Military Law (7th ed., 1929), ch. x, sec. 21. 


Chapter 
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Paxtil. wMck a person becomes subject to military law, 
is a civil proceeding, and a civil court may some- 
times have to inquire wbetber a man bas been duly 
enlisted, or wbetber be is or is not entitled to bis 
discharge.^ 

If a court-martial exceeds its jurisdiction, or an 
officer, wbetber acting as a member of a court-martial 
or not, does any act not authorised by law, tbe action 
of tbe court, or of tbe officer, is subject to tbe super- 
vision of tbe courts. “Tbe proceedings by which 
“tbe courts of law supervise tbe acts of courts- 
“ martial and of officers may be criminal or civil. 
“Crimiaal proceedings take tbe form of an indict- 
“ ment for assault, false imprisonment, manslaughter, 
“or even murder. Civil proceedings may either 
“be preventive, i,e. to restrain tbe commission 
“or continuance of an injury; or remedial, i.e. to 
“ afford a remedy for injury actually suffered. Broadly 
“ speaking, tbe civil jurisdiction of tbe courts of law 
“is exercised as against tbe tribunal of a court- 
“ martial by writs of prohibition or certiorari ; and as 
“against individual officers by actions for damages. 
“A writ of habeas corpus also may be directed to 
“ any officer, governor of a prison, or other, who bas 

^ See Army Act, 1881, s. 96, for special provisions as to the delivering 
to a master of an apprentice who, being under twenty-one, has enlisted 
as a soldier. Under the present law, at any rate, it can very rarely 
happen that a court should be called upon to consider whether a person 
is improperly detained in military custody as a soldier. See Army Act, 
s. 100, sub-ss. 2, 3. The courts used to interfere, when soldiers were 
impressed, in cases of improper impressment. See Clode, Military 
Forces of the Crown (1869), vol. ii, pp. 8, 587. 

A civil court may also be called upon to determine whether a 
person subject to military law has, or has not, a right to resign his 
commission; Hearson v. Churchill [1892] 2 Q.B. 144. 
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“in Ms custody any person alleged to be improperly Chapter 
“ detained under colour of military law.” ^ 

Lastly, tbe whole existence and discipline of the 
standing army, at any rate in time of peace, depends 
upon the passing of what is known as an annual 
Mutiny Act,^ or in strict correctness of the Army 
(Annual) Act. If this Act were not in force a soldier 
would not be bound by military law. Desertion would 
be at most only a breach of contract, and striking an 
officer would be no more than an assault. 

As to the Tentorial Army . — ^TMs force in many Temtorua 
respects represents the militia and the volunteers. 

It is, as was in fact the militia in later times, raised 
by voluntary enlistment. AU members of the Terri- 
torial Army are required, not by military law, but by 
the actual terms of their engagement, to accept 
liability to serve overseas, provided that an Act of 
Parliament has been passed authorising the dispatch 
overseas of the Territorial Army. It is from its 
nature, in tMs too like the militia, a body hardly 
capable of being used for the overthrow of ParUa- 
mentary government. But even with regard to tMs 
territorial force, care has been taken to ensure that 
it shall be subject to the rule of law. The members 
of this local army are (speaking m general terms) 

^ Manual of Military Law (6tli ed., 1914), ch. viii, sec. 8, substantially 
reproduced in the 7th ed. (1929), ch. viii, sec. 2. It should, how- 
ever, be noted that the courts of law will not, in general at any rate, 
deal with rights dependent on military status and mihtary regulations. 

^ The case stands thus : The discipline of the standing army depends 
on the Army Act, 1881, which by s, 2 continues in force only for such 
time as may be specified in an annual Act, which is passed yearly, and 
called the Army (Annual) Act. This Act keeps in existence the 
standing army and continues the Army Act in force. It is, therefore, 
in strictness upon the passing of the Axmj (Annual) Act that depends 
the existence and the discipline of the standing army. 
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Part II. subject to military law only when in training or wben 

the force is embodied.^ Embodiment indeed converts 

the territorial force into a territorial army, an army 
which previously could not be required to serve abroad. 

But the embodiment can lawfully take place only 
iu case of imminent national danger or great emer- 
gency, or unless the emergency requires it, until 
Parliament has had an opportuhity of presenting an 
address against the embodiment of the Territorial 
Army. The general effect of the enactments on the sub- 
ject is that, at any rate when there is a Parliament in 
existence, the embodiment of this territorial force 
cannot, except under the pressure of urgent necessity, 
be carried out without the sanction of Parliament.® 
Add to this, that the maintenance of discipline among 
the members of the Territorial Army when it is em- 
bodied depends on the continuance in force of the 
Army Act and of the Army (Annual) Act.® 

^ But in one ease at least, i.e. failure to attend on embodiment, a 
man of the Territorial Army may be liable to be tried by court-martial, 
though not otherwise subject to military law. (Territorial and Reserve 
Forces Act, 1907, s. 20 ; see also as to cases of concurrent jurisdiction 
of a court-martial and a court of summary jurisdiction, ibid,, ss. 24, 25.) 

^ C5f. Territorial and Reserve Forces Act, 1907, s. 17 ; Reserve 
Forces Act, 1882, ss. 12, 13 ; Militia Act, 1882, s. 18, and see note 4, 
p. 295, ante, 

^ There exists an instructive analogy between the position of 
persons subject to military law, and the position of the clergy of the 
Established Church. 

A clergyman of the National Church, like a soldier of the 
National Army, is subject to duties and to courts to which other Eng- 
lishmen are not subject. He is bound by restrictions, as he enjoys 
privileges peculiar to his class, but the clergy are no more than 
soldiers exempt from the law of the land. Any deed which would be 
a crime when done by a layman, is a crime when done by a clergy- 
man, and is in either case dealt with by the ordinary tribunals. 

Moreover, as the common law courts determine the legal hmits 
to the jurisdiction of courts-martial, so the same courts in reality 
determine (subject, of course, to Acts of Parliament) what are the 
limits to the jurisdiction of ecclesiastical courts. 
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The original difficulty, again, of putting the clergy on the same 
footing as laymen, was at least as great as that of establishing the 
supremacy of the civil power in all matters regarding the army. 
Each of these difficulties was met at an earlier date and has been 
overcome with more completeness in England than in some other 
countries. We may plausibly conjecture that this triumph of law 
was due to the acknowledged supremacy of the King in Parliament, 
which itself was due to the mode in which the King, acting together 
with the two Houses, manifestly represented the nation, and therefore 
was able to wield the whole moral authority of the state. 


Chapter 
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Part II. 


Eeveaue. 


Source. 


THE REVENUE ^ 

As in treating of the army my aim was simply to 
point out what were the principles determining the 
relation of the armed forces of the country to the 
law of the land, so in treating of the revenue my 
aim is not to give even a sketch of the matters 
coimected with the raising, the collection, and the 
expenditure of the national income, but simply to show 
that the collection and expenditure of the revenue, 
and all things appertaining thereto, are governed 
by strict rules of law. Attention should be fixed 
upon three points, — ^the source of the public revenue 
— ^the authority for expending the public revenue — 
and the securities provided by law for the due 
appropriation of the public revenue, that is, for 
its being expended in the exact manner which the 
law directs. 

Source of pubhc revenue . — It is laid down by 
Blackstone and other authorities that the revenue 
consists of the hereditary or “ ordinary ” revenue 
of the Crown and of the “ extraordinary ” revenue 
depending upon taxes imposed by Parliament. 

^ See Hills and Fellowes, Finance of Oovemment ( 2 nd ed., 1932), 
and May, Parliamentary Practice (13tli ed., 1924), ch. xxi.' 

31 a 
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Historically this distiuction is of interest. But for ch^ter 

our purpose we need hardly trouble ourselves at 1_ 

all with the hereditary revenue of the Crown, arising 
from Crown lands, droits of admiralty, and the like. 

It forms an insignificant portion of the national 
resources, amounting to not much more than 
£500,000 a year. It does not, moreover, at the 
present moment belong specially to the Crown, for 
it was commuted at the beginning of the reign of 
King Edward VII., ^ as it was at the beginning of 
the reign of William IV. and of the reign of Queen 
Victoria, for a fixed “civil list,”® or sum payable 
yearly for the support of the dignity of the Crown. 

The whole then of the hereditary revenue is now 
paid into the national exchequer and forms part 
of the income of the nation. We may, therefore, 
putting the hereditary revenue out of our minds, 
direct our whole attention to what is oddly enough 
called the “extraordinary,” but is in reality the 
ordinary, or Parliamentary, revenue of the nation. 

The whole of the national revenue had come to 
amount • in a normal year to somewhere about 
£144,000,000,® It is (if we put out of sight the 
gmall hereditary revenue of the Crown) raised wholly 
by taxes imposed by law. The national revenue, 
therefore, depends wholly upon law and upon 
statute law ; it is the creation of Acts of Parliament. 

While no one can nowadays fancy that taxes 

1 avil list Acts, 1910, 1936, 1937. 

* See as to Civil list. May, Constiinaiorud History (1912 ed.), vol. i, 
ch. iv. 

® In 1907 the total revenue for the year (Exchequer receipts) 

1906-7 was £144,814,000. The figure, which excludes borrowings on 
long and short term loans, had risen by 1938 to nearly £1,000,000,000, 
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Part n. can be raised otherwise than in virtue of an Act of 
Parliament, there prevails, it may be suspected, 
with many of us a good deal of confusion of mind 
as to the esact relation between the raising of the 
revenue and the sitting of Parliament. People 
often talk as though, if Parliament did not meet, 
no taxes would be legally payable, and the assem- 
bling of Parliament were therefore secured by the 
necessity of filling the national exchequer. This 
idea is encouraged by the study of periods, such as 
the reign of Charles I, during which the Crown 
could not legally obtain necessary supplies without 
the constant intervention of Parliament. But the 
notion that at the present day no money could 
legally be levied if Parliament ceased to meet is 
unfounded. Millions of money would come into the 
Exchequer even though Parliament did not sit at 
all For though all taxation depends upon Act of 
Parliament, it is far from being the case that all 
taxation now depends upon annual or temporary Acts. 

Taxes are made payable in two different ways, 
i.e. either by annual enactment m the Finance Act or 
by Acts which impose the tax imtil repeal or amend- 
ment or for a fixed period exceeding one year.^ 

Taxes, the proceeds of which amounted in the 
year 1906-7 to at least three-fourths’ of the whole 
yearly revenue, are imposed by permanent Acts; 
such taxes are the land tax, the excise, the stamp 
duties, and by far the greater number of existing 
taxes. These taxes would continue to be payable 
even though Parliament should not be convened 

1 And also since 1932 by statutory orders under the Import Duties 
Act. 1932, in the case of customs duties. — ^E d. 
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for years. We should all, to take an example which Chapter 
comes home to every one, be legally compellable 
to buy the stamps for our letters even though Par- 
liament did not meet again for several years. 

Other taxes — and notably the income tax — the 
proceeds of which make up the remainder of the 
national income, are imposed by yearly Acts.^ If by 
any chance Parliament should not be convened for a 
year, no one would be under any legal obligation to 
pay income tax. 

This distinction between revenue depending upon 
permanent Acts and revenue depending upon tempo- 
rary Acts is worth attention, but the main point, of 
course, to be borne in mind is that all taxes are 
imposed by statute, and that no one can be forced 
to pay a single shilling by way of taxation which 
cannot be shown to the satisfaction of the judges to 
be due from him under Act of Parliament. 

Authority for exjpending revenue . — At one time Authority 
revenue once raised by taxation was in truth and in peuditure. 
reality a grant or gift by the Houses of Parliament 
to the Crown. Such grants as were made to Charles 
the First or James the First were moneys truly given 
to the King. He was, as a matter of moral duty, 
bound, out of the grants made to him, as out of the 
hereditary revenue, to defray the expenses of govern- 
ment ; and the gifts made to the King by Parliament 
were never intended to be “ money to put into his 
own pocket,” as the expression goes. Still it was 
in truth money of which the King or his Ministers 
could and did regulate the distribution. One of the 

^ The only taxes imposed annually are the customs duty on tea, 
the income tax and surtax. 
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Part II. singularities wMch. mark tlie English, constitution 

is the survival of mediaeval notions, which more or 

less identified the King’s property with the national 
revenue, after the passing away of the state of society 
to which such ideas naturally belonged ; in the time 
of George the Third many public expenses, as, for 
example, the salaries of the judges, were charged 
upon the civil list, and thus were mixed up with 
the King’s private expenditure. At the present 
day, however, the whole public revenue is treated, 
not as the King’s property, but as public income ; 
and as to this two matters deserve special observa- 
tion. 

First, The whole revenue of the nation is paid 
into the Bank of England^ to the “account of his 
Majesty’s Exchequer,”® mainly through the Inland 
Revenue, the Customs and Excise and the Post 
Office. That office is a mere place for the receipt 
of taxes; it is a huge money-box into which day 
by day moneys paid as taxes are dropped, and 
whence such moneys are taken daily to the Bank. 
What, I am told, takes place is this. Each day 
large amounts are received at the Inland Revenue 
Office ; two gentlemen come there each afternoon in a 
cab from the Bank ; they go through the accounts for 
the day with the proper officials ; they do not leave 

- See Exchequer and Audit Departments Act, 1866, s. 10. 

and Comirol and Audit of Public Receipts and Expenditure, 
pp. 1, 8. By a system of appropriations in aid moneys which formerly 
■were treated as extra receipts, and paid into the Exchequer, are now 
shown in the Estimates separately from the money which Parliament 
is asked to vote and are applied by the Departments to reduce the 
total of the Supply Vote. Appropriations in aid must receive parlia- 
mentaiy sanction in the annual Appropriation Act and surplus receipts 
under this head are surrendered to the Exchequer. 
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tin every item is made perfectly clear ; they then take Chapter 
all tke money received, and drive off with it and pay 
it into the Bank of England. 

Secondly, Not a penny of revenue can be legally 
expended except under the authority of some Act of 
Parliament. 

This authority may be given by a permanent 
Act, as, for example, by the Civil List Act, 1837, 
or by the National Debt and Local Loans Act, 

1887; or it may be given by the Appropriation 
Act, that is, the annual Act by which Parliament 
“ appropriates ” or fixes the sums payable to objects 
(the chief of which is the support of the army and 
navy) which are not provided for, as is the pay- 
ment of the National Debt, by permanent Acts of 
Parliament. 

The whole thing, to express it in general terms, 
stands thus. 

There is paid into the Bank of England in a 
normal year a national income raised by different 
taxes amounting to nearly £144,000,000 per annum. 

This £144,000,000 constitutes the revenue or “ con- 
solidated fund.” 

Every penny of it is, unless the law is broken, 
paid away in accordance with Act of P arliament. 

The authority to make payments from it is given in 
many cases by permanent Acts ; thus the whole of the 
interest on the National Debt is payable out of the 
Consolidated Fund under the National Debt and Local 
Loans Act, 1887. The order or authority to make 
payments out of it is in other cases given by a yearly 
Act, namely, the Appropriation Act, which determines 
the mode in which the supplies granted by Parliament 
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Security 
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(and not otherwise appropriated by permanent Acts) 
are to be spent. In either case, and this is the point 
to bear in mind, payments made out of the national 
revenue are made by and under the authority of the 
law, namely, under the directions of some special Act 
of Parliament. 

The details of the method according to which 
supplies are annually voted and appropriated by 
Parliament are amply treated of in works which deal 
with Parliamentary practice.^ The matter which 
requires our attention is the fact that each item of 
expenditure (such, for example, as the total sum of 
wages paid to the army and navy) which, is not 
directed and authorised by some permanent Act is 
ultimately authorised by the Appropriation Act for 
the year, or by special Acts which for convenience 
are passed prior to the Appropriation Act and are 
enumerated therein. The expenditure, therefore, no 
less than the raising of taxation, depends wholly and 
solely upon Parliamentary enactment. 

Security for the ‘proper appropriation of the 
revenue. — What, it may be asked, is the real security 
that moneys paid by the taxpayers are expended by 
the government in accordance with the intention of 
Parliament ? 

The answer is that this security’ is provided by 
an elaborate scheme of control and audit. Under 
this system not a penny of public money can be 
obtained by the government without the authority 
or sanction of persons (quite independent, be it 
remarked, of the Cabinet) whose duty it is to see 
that no money is paid out of the Exchequer except 

^ See especially May, Parliamentary Practice (13th ed., 1924), oh. zxi. 
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under legal authority. To the same officials ulti- 
mately comes the knowledge of the way in which 
money thus paid out is actually expended, and they 
are hound to report to Parliament upon any ex- 
penditure which is or may appear to be not author- 
ised by law. 

The centre of this system of Parliamentary control 
is the Comptroller and Auditor G-eneral.^ 

He is a high official, absolutely independent of 
the Cabinet ; he can take no part in politics, for 
he cannot be either a member of the House of 
Commons, or a peer of Parliament. He in common 
with his subordinate — the Assistant Comptroller and 
Auditor General — is appointed by a patent under 
the Great Seal, holds his office during good behaviour, 
and can be removed only on an address from both 
Houses of Parliament.^ He is head of the Exchequer 
and Audit Department. He thus combines in his 
own person two characters which formerly belonged 
to different officials. He is controller of the issue 
of public money ; he is auditor of public accounts. 
He is called upon, therefore, to perform two different 
functions, which the reader ought, in his own mind, 
to keep carefully distinct from each other. 

In exercise of his duty of control the Comptroller 
General is bound, with the aid of the officials under 
him, to see that the whole of the national revenue, 
which, it will be remembered, is lodged in the Bank 
of England to the account of the Exchequer, is paid 
out under legal authority, that is, under the pro- 
visions of some Act of Parliament. 


Chapter 

X. 


1 See Hills and Fellowes, op. cit., pp. 79-85, 107-113. 
^ Exchequer and Audit Departments Act, 1886, s. 3. 
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Partn. The Comptroller General is enabled to do this 
because, whenever the Treasury (through which oflfice 
alone the public moneys are drawn out from the 
Bank) needs to draw out money for the public 
service, the Treasury must make a requisition to 
the Comptroller General authorising the payment 
from the pubhe moneys at the Bank of the definite 
sum required. 

The payments made by the Treasury are, as 
already pointed out, made either under some per- 
manent Act, for what are technically called “ Con- 
solidated Fund services,” as, for example, to meet 
the interest on the National Debt, or under the 
yearly Appropriation Act, for what are technically 
called “ supply services,” as, for example, to meet 
the expenses of the army or the navy. 

In either case the Comptroller General must, 
before granting the necessary credit, satisfy himself 
that he is authorised in doing so by the terms of 
the Act under which it is demanded. He must also 
satisfy himself that every legal formality, necessary 
for obtaining public money from the Bank, has been 
duly complied with. Unless, and until, he is satisfied 
he ought not to grant, and will not grant, a credit 
for the amount required ; and until this credit is 
obtained, the money required cannot be drawn out 
of the Bank. 

The obtaining from the Comptroller General of a 
grant of credit may appear to many readers a mere 
formality, and we may suppose that it is in most 
cases given as a matter of course. It is, however, a 
formality which gives an opportunity to an official, 
who has no interest in deviating from the law, 
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for preventing tlie least irregularity on tlie part 
of tlie government in the drawing out of public 
money. 

The Comptroller’s power of putting a check on 
government expenditure has, oddly enough, been 
pushed to its extreme length in comparatively 
modern times. In 1811 England was in the midst 
of the great war with France; the King was a 
lunatic, a Eegency Bill was not yet passed, and a 
million pounds were required for the payment of 
the navy. Lord Grenville, the then Auditor of 
the Exchequer, whose ofS.ce corresponded to a 
certain extent with that of the present Comptroller 
and Auditor General, refused to draw the necessary 
order on the Bank, and thus prevented the million, 
though granted by Parliament, from being drawn 
out. The ground of his lordship’s refusal was that 
he had received no authority under the Great Seal 
or the Privy Seal, and the reason why there was 
no authority under the Privy Seal was that the 
King was incapable of afiSxing the Sign Manual, 
and that the Sign Manual not being afSxed, the 
clerks of the Privy Seal felt, or said they felt, that 
they could not consistently with their oaths allow 
the issue of letters of Privy Seal upon which the 
warrant under the Privy Seal was then prepared. 
All the world knew the true state of the case. The 
money was granted by Parliament, and the irregu- 
larity in the issue of the warrants was purely 
technical, yet the law officers — members themselves 
of the Ministry — advised that Lord Grenville and 
the clerks of the Privy Seal were in the right. 
This inconvenient and, as it seems to modern readers. 


Chapter 
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Part II. unreasoiiable display of legal scrupulosity masked, 
it may be suspected, a good deal of political by- 
play. If Lord Grenville and Ms friends bad not 
been anxious that the Ministry should press on 
the Eegency Bill, the officials of the Exchequer 
would perhaps have seen their way through the 
technical difficulties which, as it was, appeared 
insurmountable, and it is impossible not to suspect 
that Lord Grenville acted rather as a party leader 
than as Auditor of the Exchequer. But be this as 
it may, the debates of 1811 ^ prove to demonstration 
that a Comptroller General can, if he chooses, put 
an immediate check on any irregular dealings with 
public moneys. 

In exercise of his duty as Auditor the Comptroller 
General audits aU the public accounts;® he reports 
annually to Parliament upon the accounts of the 
past year. Accounts of the expenditure under the 
Appropriation Act are submitted by him at the 
beginning of every session to the Public Accounts 
Committee of the House of Commons — a Conunittee 
appointed for the examination of the accounts — 
showing the appropriation of the sums granted by 
Parliament to meet the public expenditure. This 
examination is no mere formal or perfunctory super- 
vision; a glance at the reports of the Committee 
shows that the smallest expenses which bear the 
least appearance of irregularity, even if amounting 
only to a pound or two, are gone into and discussed 

^ Cobbett’s FarliarmTiiary Debates, voL xviii (1812), columns 678, 
734, 787. 

2 In auditing the accounts he directs attention to any excess of 
authorised expenditure as well as to irregular payments and extravagant 
items in the accdunts of a Department, and in his report to Parliament 
calls attention to any expenditure of doubtful legality or extravagance. 
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by tbe Committee. The results of their discussions Chapter 
are published in reports submitted to Parliament. ^ 

The general result of this system of control and 
audit is, that in England we possess accounts of the 
national expenditure of an accuracy which cannot 
be rivalled by the public accounts of other countries, 
and that every penny of the national income is 
expended under the authority and in accordance 
with the provisions of some Act of Parliament.^ 

How, a foreign critic might ask, is the authority 
of the Comptroller General compatible with the 
orderly transaction of public business ; how, in short, 
does it happen that difficulties like those which arose 
in 1811 are not of constant recurrence? 

The general answer of course is, that high English 
officials, and especially officials removed from the 

1 The main features of the system for the control and audit 
of national expenditure have been authoritatively summarised as 
follows ; — 

“ The gross revenue collected is paid into the Exchequer. 

“ Issues from the Exchequer can only be made to meet expenditure 
“ which has been sanctioned by Parliament, and to an amount not 
“exceeding the sums authorised. 

“The issues from the Exchequer and the audit of Accounts are 
“ under the control of the Comptroller and Auditor General, who is 
“an independent officer responsible to the House of Commons, and 
“ who can only be removed by vote of both Houses of Parliament. 

“ Such payments only can be charged against the vote of a year as 
“ actually came in course of payment within the year. 

“ The correct appropriation of each item of Eeceipt and Expendi- 
“ ture is ensured. 

“ All unexpended balances of the grants of a year are surrendered 
“ to the Exchequer, as also are all extra Receipts and the amount of 
“ Appropriations-in-Aid received in excess of the sum estimated to be 
“ taken in aid of the vote. 

“ The accounts of each year are finally reviewed by the House of 
“Commons, through the Committee of Public Accounts, and any 
-excess of expenditure over the amount voted by Parliament for any 
“service must receive legislative sanction .’’ — Control and Audit of 
PuUic Receipts and Expenditure (1885), pp. 24, 25. 

Q 
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Paitu sphere of politics, have no wish or temptation to 
hinder the progress of public business ; the Auditor 
of the Exchequer was in 1811 , be it noted, a peer 
and a statesman. The more technical reply is, that 
the law provides two means of overcoming the per- 
versity or factiousness of any Comptroller who should 
without due reason refuse his sanction to the issue 
of public money. He can be removed from office on 
an address of the two Houses, and he probably might, 
it has been suggested, be coerced into the proper 
fulfilment of his duties by a mandamus^ from the 
High Court of Justice. The worth of this suggestion, 
made by a competent lawyer, has never been, and 
probably never will be tested. But the possibility 
that the executive might have to seek the aid of the 
courts in order to get hold of moneys granted by 
Parliament, is itself a curious proof of the extent to 
which the expenditure of the revenue is governed by 
law, or, what is the same thing, may become depend- 
ent on the decision of the judges upon the meaning of 
an Act of Parliament.® 

1 Hearn, Government of England (2nd ed., 1887), p. 375. 

2 This chapter deals only with the Revenue from the point of view 
of the rules of law governing the collection and expenditure of money 
raised by taxation by the Central Government. The full account of 
Public Revenue would of course include loan expenditure and rates 
levied by, and other sources of income of, local authorities. 

The rule which requires all proposals for expenditure to receive 
the recommendation of the Crown is one of the most fundamental rules 
of ministerial responsibility. But with this aspect of the subject the 
author was not concerned here. — ^E d. 



CHAPTER XI 


THE RESPONSIBILITY OP MINISTERS 

Ministerial responsibility means two utterly different ctapter 
things. — — 

It means in ordinary parlance the responsibility of J^onsi^ 
Ministers to Parliament, or, the liability of Ministers 
to lose their offices if they cannot retain the confidence 
of the House of Commons. 

This is a matter depending on the conventions of 
the constitution with which law has no direct concern. 

It means, when used in its strict sense, the legal 
responsibility of every Minister for every act of the 
Crown in which he takes part. 

This responsibility, which is a matter of law, rests 
on the following foundation. There is not to be 
found in the law of England, as there is found in 
most foreign constitutions, an explicit statement that 
the acts of the monarch must always be done through 
a Minister, and that all orders given by the Crown 
must, when expressed in writing, as they generally 
are, be countersigned by a Minister. Practically, 
however, the rule exists.^ 

In order that an act of the Crown may be re- 
cognised as an expression of the Royal will and have 
any legal effect whatever, it must in general be 
done with the assent of, or through some Minister 
or Ministers who will be held responsible for it. For 
the Royal will can, speaking generally, be expressed 

1 In the case of some of the independent statutory authorities, such 
as the Unemployment Assistance Board, the function of the body and 
of its officers and servants are by statute deemed to be exercised on 
behalf of the Crown. The functions are such that they could not be 
exercised by the Crown or the body without statutory authority. Ed* 
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partn. only in one of tkree different ways, viz. (1) by order 

in Council ; (2) by order, commission, or warrant under 

the sign-manual; (3) by proclamations, writs, patents, 
letters, or other documents under the Great Seal. 

An order in Council is made by the King “by 
and with the advice of his Privy Council ” ; and those 
persons who are present at the meeting of the Council 
at which the order was made, bear the responsibility 
for what was there done. The sign-manual warrant, or 
other document to which the sign-manual is affixed, 
bears in general the countersignature of one responsible 
Minister or of more than one ; though it is not unfre- 
quently authenticated by some one of the seals for the 
use of which a Secretary of State is responsible. The 
Great Seal is affixed to a document on the responsibility 
of the Chancellor, and there may be other persons also, 
who, as well as the Chancellor, are made responsible 
for its being affixed. The result is that at least one 
Minister and often more must take part in, and there- 
fore be responsible for, any act of the Crown which 
has any legal effect, e.g. the making of a grant, the 
giving of an order, or the signing of a treaty.^ 

The Minister or servant of the Crown who thus 
takes part in giving expression to the Eoyal will is 
legally responsible for the act in which he is con- 
cerned, and he cannot get rid of his liability by 
pleading that he acted in obedience to royal orders. 
Now supposing that the act done is illegal, the Minister 

^ On the 'whole of this subject the reader sho'uld oons'ult Anann, 
Law and Custom of the Constitution, vol. ii (4th ed., 1935), part i, pp. 62- 
72, 170, 171. Anson gives a full account of the forms for the expression 
of the Itoyal pleasure and of the effect of these forms in enforcing the 
legal responsibility of Ministers. See also Clode, Military Forces of the 
Crown (1869), vol. ii, pp. 320, 321 ; Buron v. Denman (1848) 2 Ex. 167, 
at p. 189 ; Great Seal Act, 1884 ; Wade and Phillips, Constitvliondt 
Law (2nd ed., 1935). App. B. 
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concerned in it becomes at once liable to criminal Chapter 
. or civil proceedings in a court of law. In some 
instances, it is true, the only legal mode in which 
his offence could be reached may be an impeachment. 

But an impeachment itself is a regular though unusual 
mode of legal procedure before a recognised tribunal, 
namely, the High Court of Parliament. Impeach- 
ments indeed may, though one took place as late as 
1805, be thought now obsolete, but the cause why 
this mode of enforcing Ministerial responsibility is 
almost out of date is partly that Ministers are now 
rarely in a position where there is even a temptation 
to commit the sort of crimes for which impeachment 
is an appropriate remedy, and partly that the result 
aimed at by impeachment could now in many cases 
be better obtained by proceedings before an ordinary 
court. The point, however, which should never be 
forgotten is this : it is now well-established law that 
the Crown can act only through Ministers and accord- 
ing to certain prescribed forms which absolutely 
require the co-operation of some Minister, such as 
a Secretary of State or the Lord Chancellor, who 
thereby becomes not only morally but legally respon- 
sible for the legality of the act in which he takes 
part. Hence, indirectly but surely, the action of 
every servant of the Crown, and therefore in effect 
of the Crown itself, is brought under the supremacy 
of the law of the land. Behind parliamentary re- 
sponsibility lies legal liability, and the acts of 
Ministers no less than the acts of subordinate 
officials are made subject to the rule of law.^ 

^ See Intro, pp. oxxxvi ei stq., ante, for the sanctions which ensure 
obedience to the conventions relating to ministerial responsibility. See 
App. sec. i (6) (B), for the extent of the protection which the law still 
affords to the Crown and its Ministers from legal liability. — Ed, 



CHAPTEE Xni 


Part H. 


Introduc- 

tion. 


RULE OF LAW COMPARED WITH mOIT ADMINISTRATIF'^ 

Ik many continental countries, and notably in France, 
there exists a scheme of administrative law *— known 

1 No attempt has been made to deal with the contents of this 
chapter by revision of footnotes. Thus both the text and the notes 
(with unimportant exceptions) are the unaltered work of the author. 
See Intro, pp. Ixvii-lxxxiii, ante, and App. sec. i, for a present view 
of the rule of law and accounts of English and French administrative 
law respectively. — ^E d. 

2 On d/roit administratif the author cited Aucoc, Confirences mr 
r Administration etsurle Droit administratif '(3rded., 1885) ; Berthelemy, 
Traiti ^ementaire de Droit administratif (6th ed., 1908) ; Chardon, 
D Administration de la France; Les fonctionnaires (1908), pp. 79-105; 
Duguit, Traite de Droit constitutionnd (1st ed., 1911) ; Duguit, 
DEtat, les gouvernants et les agents (1903) ; Duguit, Manuel de Droit 
Public frangais; Droit Gonstitutionnel (1907); ISiamem/ EMments de 
Droit constitutionnd frangais (1st ed., 1896), Hauriou, Precis de Droit 
administratif (3rd ed., 1897) ; Jaoquelin, La Juridiction administrative 
(1891) ; Jacquelin, Les Principes Dominants du Contentieux Adminis- 
tratif (1899) ; J^ze, Les principes gdneraux dm, Droit administratif 
(1st ed., 1904) ; Laferri^re, Traiti de la Juridiction administrative et 
des recours contentieux, 2 vols. (2nd ed., 1896) ; Teissier, La responsa- 
bilitd de la puissance puUique (1906). 

Dicey’s note read as follows : — 

** It is not my aim in this chapter to give a general account of 
droit administratif. My object is to treat of droit administratif 
in so far as its fundamental principles conflict with modern English 
ideas of the rule of law, and especially to show how it always has 
given, and still does give, special protection or privileges to the servants 
of the State. I cannot, however, avoid mentioning some other aspects 
of a noteworthy legal system or omit some notice of the mode in 
which the administrative law of France, based as it originally was 
on the prerogatives of the Crown under the ancien regime, has of recent 
years, by the genius of French legists, been more or less judicialised 
— ^if so I may render the French term juridictionimliser — and incor- 
porated with the law of the land.” 

® Known in different countries by different names, e.p. in Germany 
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to Frenciunen as d/foit administratif — ^wMcL. rests on 
ideas foreign to the fundamental assumptions of oui 
English common law, and especially to what we have 
termed the rule of law. This opposition is specially 
apparent in the protection given in foreign countries 
to servants of the State, or, as we say in England, of 
the Crown, who, whilst acting in pursuance of official 
orders, or in the 6ona jide attempt to discharge 
official duties, are guilty of acts which in themselves 
are wrongful or unlawful. The extent of this pro- 
tection has in France — with which country we are 
for the most part concerned — ^varied from time to 
time. It was once all but complete; it is now far 
less extensive than it was thirty-six years ago.^ It 
forms only one portion of the whole system of droit 
administratif^ but it is the part of French law to 
which in this chapter I wish to direct particularly the 
attention of students. I must, however, impress 
upon them that the whole body of drwt administratif 
is well worth their study. It has been imitated in 
most of the countries of continental Europe. It 

as y erwaltungsrecht. The administrative law of France comes nearer 
than does the Verwaltungsrecht of Germany (cf. Otto Mayer, Le 
Droit administratif allemand (1903-1906) (vol. i, 1903), para. 17, 
pp. 293-315, to the rule of law as understood by Englishmen. Here, as 
elsewhere, it is the similarity as much as the dissimilarity between 
France and England which prompts comparison. The historical glories 
of French arms conceal the important fact that among the great States 
of Europe, France and England have the most constantly attempted, 
though with unequal success, to maintain the supremacy of the civil 
power against any class which defies the legitimate sovereignty of the 
nation. 

^ Or than it was throughout the German Empire. See Duguit, 
UEtat, les gouvemants et les agents (1903), ch. v, para. 10, note 1, 
p. 624. 

^ This recognition that contentieux administratif forms only a part 
of droit administratif first made in the seventh edition (1908 ). — ^Ed. 
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Part n. 


(A) Droit 
Adminis" 
tratif. 


illustrates, by way of contrast, tbe full meaning of 
that absolute supremacy of the ordinary law of the 

land a foreign critic might say of that intense 

legalism — which we have found to be a salient feature 
of English institutions. It also illustrates, by way 
of analogy rather than of contrast, some phases in the 
constitutional history of England. For droit adminis- 
tratif has, of redfent years, been so developed as to 
meet the requirements of a modern and a democratic 
society, and thus throws light upon one stage at least 
in the growth of English constitutional law.^ 

Our subject falls under two main heads. The one 
head embraces the nature and the historical growth 
of droit administratif, and especially of that part 
thereof with which we are chiefly concerned. The 
other head covers a comparison between the English 
rule of law and the droit administratif oi France. 

For the term droit administratif English legal 
phraseology supplies no proper equivalent. The 
words “administrative law,” which are its most 
natural rendering, are unknown to English judges 
and counsel, and are in themselves hardly intelligible 
without further explanation.® 

This absence from our language of any satisfactory 
equivalent for the expression droit administratif is 
significant ; the want of a name arises at bottom 
from our non-recognition of the thing itself. In 
England, and in countries which, like the United 
States, derive their civilisation from English sources, 
the system of administrative law and the very 
principles on which it rests are in truth unknown. 

^ See pp. 375-383, fost 

^ See App. sec. i (1), pp. 478-481, for contrary view. 
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This absence from the institutions of the American 
Commonwealth of anythin g answering to droit ad- 
ministratif arrested the observation of de Tocqueville 
from the first moment when he began his investiga- 
tions into the characteristics of American democracy. 
In 1831 he writes to an experienced French judge 
{magistrat), Monsieur De Blosseville, to ask both for 
an explanation of the contrast in this matter between 
French and American institutions, and also for an 
authoritative explanation of the general ideas {notions 
gendrales) governing the droit administratif of his 
country.^ He grounds his request for information on 
his own ignorance ^ about this special branch of French 
jurisprudence, and clearly implies that this want of 
knowledge is not uncommon among French lawyers. 

When we know that a legist of de Tocqueville’s 
genius found it necessary to ask for instruction in 
the “general ideas” of administrative law, we may 
safely assume that the topic was one which, even in 

^ de Tocqueyille’s language is so remarkable and bears so closely on 
our topic that it deserves quotation : “ Ce qui m^empiche le plus, je 
“ vous avoue^ de sa'boir ce qui se fait sur ces dif events points en Am^ique, 
dest dignorer, d peu pres completeTHient, ce qui existe en France. 
“ Vbus savez que^ chez nous, le droit administratif et le droit civil forment 
“ comme deux mondes separes, qui ne vivent point toujour s en paix^ mais 
qui ne sont ni assez amis ni assez ennemis pour se bien connaUre. Fai 
“ toujours vecu dans Vun et suis fort ignorant de ce qui se passe dans 
“ V autre. En mime temps que fai senti le hesoin dacquerir les notions 
generates qui me manquent d cet egard, fai pense que je ne pouvais 
“ mieux faire que de ndadresser d vousJ^ — de Tocqueville^ CEuvres 
computes (14th ed., 1864), voL vii (Correspondance), pp. 67, 68. 

^ This want of knowledge is explainable, if not justifiable. In 
1831 de Tocqueville was a youth of not more than twenty-six years of 
age. There were at that date already to be found books on droit 
administratif written to meet the wants of legal practitioners. But 
the mass of interesting constitutional literature represented by the 
writings of Laferrifere, Hauriou, Duguit, J^ze, or Berth41emy which 
now elucidates the theory, and traces the history of a particular and 
most curious branch of French law, had not come into existence. 
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Part 11 . the eyes of a French lawyer, bore an exceptional 

character, and need not wonder that Englishmen find 

it difficult to appreciate the nature of rules which are, 
admittedly, foreign to the spirit and traditions of 
our institutions. It is, however, this very contrast 
between administrative law as it exists in France, 
and still more as it existed during by far the greater 
part of the nineteenth century, and the notions of 
equality before the law of the land which are firmly 
estabhshed in modem England, that mainly makes it 
worth while to study, not of course the details, but what 
de Tocqueville calls the notions generates of French 
droit administratif. Our aim should be to seize the 
general nature of administrative law and the principles 
on which the whole system of droit administratif 
depends, to note the salient characteristics by which 
this system is marked, and, lastly, to make clear to 
ourselves how it is that the existence of a scheme of 
administrative law makes the legal situation of every 
government official in France different from the 
legal situation of servants of the State in England, 
and in fact establishes a condition of things funda 
mentally inconsistent with what Englishmen regard 
as the due supremacy of the ordinary law of the land, 
of administratif, or “ administrative law,” has 

been defined by French authorities in general terms 
as “the body of rules which regulate the relations 
“ of the administration or of the administrative 
“ authority towards private citizens ” ; ^ and Aucoc 
in his work on droit administratif describes his topic 

^ “ On It definit ordinairement V ensemble des regies qui regissent Its 
rapports de V administration on de Vautoritd administrative avec les 
citoyens,^^ — Aucoc, Conferences sur V Administration et sur le Droit 
administratif (3rd ed,, 1885), voL i, Intro., N® 6, p. 15. 
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in this very general language : ^ “ Administrative law 
“ determines (1) the constitution and the relations of 
“ those organs of society which are charged with, the 
“ care of those social interests {inter^ts collectifs) which 
“ are the object of public administration, by which 
“ term is meant the different representatives of society 
“ among which the State is the most important, and 
“ (2) the relation of the administrative authorities 
“ towards the citizens of the State.” 

These definitions are wanting in precision, and their 
vagueness is not without significance.® As far, how- 
ever, as an Englishman may venture to deduce the 
meaning of droit administratif ivom. foreign treatises, 
it may, for our present purpose, be best described 
as that portion of French law which determines, (i.) 
the position and liabilities of all State officials, (ii.) 
the civil rights and liabilities of private individuals 
in their dealings with officials as representatives of 
the State, and (iii.) the procedure by which these 
rights and liabilities are enforced. 

An English student will never, it should particu- 
larly be noticed, understand this branch of French 
law unless he keeps his eye firmly fixed upon its 
historical aspect, and carefully notes the changes, 
almost amounting to the transformation, which droit 
adrrbinistratif\ia& undergone between 1800 and 1908, 
and above all during the last thirty or forty years. 
The fundamental ideas which underlie this department 

^ “ Nous •pref^erioTis dire^ pour noire part : Le droit administratif 
^^ddermine: 1‘’' la constitution et les rapports des organes de la sodete 
charges du soin des intirits collectifs qui font Voljet de V administration 
pubUquCf d est-d-dvre des differentes personnifications de la sodete, dont 
‘‘ VEtat est la plus iwportante ; 2°' les rapports des autoritcs administror 
tives avec les citoyens.” — IMd, 

2 Cf. p. 478, post. 
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(2) Histori- 
cal de- 
velopment. 


of French, law are, as he will discover, permanent, 
but they have at various times been developed in 
different degrees and in different directions. Hence 
any attempt to compare the administrative law of 
France with our English rule of law will be deceptive 
unless we note carefully what are the stages in the 
law of each country which we bring into comparison. 
If, for instance, we compare the law of England and 
the law of France as they stand in 1908, we are 
likely to fancy (in my judgment erroneously) that, 
e.g. in regard to the position or privileges of the 
State and its servants when dealing with private 
citizens, there may be little essential difference 
between the laws of the two countries. It is only 
when we examine the administrative law of France 
at some* earlier date, say between 1800 and 1815, or 
between the accession to the throne of Louis Philippe 
(1830) and the fall of the Second Empire (1870), that 
we can rightly appreciate the essential opposition 
between our existing English rule of law and the 
fundamental ideas which lie at the basis of adminis- 
trative law not only in France but in any country 
where this scheme of State or official law has obtained 
recognition. 

The modem administrative law of France has 
grown up, or at any rate taken its existing form, 
during the nineteenth century ; it is the outcome of 
more than a hundred years of revolutionary and con- 
stitutional conflict.^ Its development may conveni- 
ently be divided into three periods, marked by the 

^ author s source of the history of droit odministrcUif was in 
particular : Laferri&:e, TraiU de la Juridiction administrative et dee 
recours corOentieux (2nd ed., 1896), vol. i, bk. 1, ch. i-iv, pp. 137-301. 
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names of tlie Napoleonic Empire and tlie Restoration 
(1800-1830), tlie Orleanist Monarchy and the Second 
Empire (1830-1870), the Third Republic (1870- 
1908). 

First Period. — Napoleon and the Restoration, 
1800-1830. In the opinion of Frenchmen true droit 
administratif owes its origin to the consular constitu- 
tion of the Year VIII. (1800) created by Bonaparte 
after the coup d’etat of the 18th of Brumaire. 
But legists,^ no less than historians, admit that the 
ideas on which droit administratif rests, may be 
rightly traced back, as they have been by de Tocque- 
ville,® to the ancien regitne ; every feature of Bona- 
parte’s governmental fabric recalls some characteristic 
of the ancient monarchy ; his Conseil d’Etat revives 
the Conseil du Roi, his Prefects are copies of the 
royal Intendants. Yet in this instance public opinion 

^ “ Ausd haut que Von remonte dans notre histoire, depuis que des 
^‘juridictions reguUeres out ete imtituees, on ne trouve pas d^epoque ou les 
corps judiciaires charges d^appliquer les lots civiles et criminelles aient 
“ ete en meme temps appeles d statuer sur les difficultes en mature d^adminis- 
"" tration puhlique ” — Laferri^re, Traite de la Juridiction administrative 
et des recours contentieux (2nd ed., 1896), vol. i, bk. i, p. 139 ; cf. bk. 3, 
ch. vii, p. 640. 

^ “ 0(g qui apparaU . , . quand on etudie les paperasses administra- 
‘‘ tivesy dest V intervention continuelle du pouvoir administratif dans la 
sphkre judiciaire. Les legistes administratif s nous disent sans cesse, 
“ que le plus grand vice du gouvemement interieur de V ancien regime etait 
“ que les juges administraienL On pourrait se plaindre avec auiant de 
’* raison de ce que les administrateurs jugeaient La seule difference est 
que nous avons corrige Vancien regime sur le premier pointy et Vavons 
“ imite sur le second. Tavais eu jusqu^d present la simpKciti de croire 
“ que ce que nous appelons la justice administrative etait une creation de 
“ Napoleon. C^est du pur ancien regime conserve ; et le principe que 
lors mSme quHl dagit de contrat, dest-d-dire d^un engagement formel et 
“ re'gulihrement pris entre un particulier et VEtaty dest d VEtat d juger la 
“ causty cet axiome, inconnu chez la plupart des nations modemeSy etait 
“ tenu pour aussi sacrepar un intendant de Vancien regimey qidil pourrait 
“ VStre de nos jours par le personnage qui ressemble le plus d celui-ldy je 
veuz dire un prdfetd^—de TocquevUle, op. cit., vol. vi (Correspon- 
dance), pp. 221, 222. 
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Part n. has come to a right conclusion. It was from Bona- 
parte that modern droit administratif received its 
form. If he was the restorer of the anden regime, 
he was also the preserver of the Eevolution. What- 
ever he borrowed from the traditions of old France 
he adapted to the changed conditions of the new 
France of 1800. At his touch ancient ideas received 
a new character and a new life. He fused together 
what was strongest in the despotic traditions of the 
monarchy with what was strongest in the equally 
despotic creed of Jacobinism. Nowhere is this fusion 
more clearly visible than in the methods by which 
Bonaparte’s legislation and policy gave full expres- 
sion to the ideas or conceptions of royal prerogative 
underlying the administrative practice of the anden 
regime, and emphasised the jealousy felt in 1800 by 
every Frenchman of the least interference by the law 
courts with the free action of the government. This 
jealousy itself, though theoretically justified by 
revolutionary dogma, was inherited by the Eevolution 
from the statecraft of the monarchy. 

Drdt Any one who considers with care the nature of 

the drdt administratif of France, or the topics to 
which it applies, will soon discover that it rests. 


Privileges 
of the 
State. 


and always has rested, at bottom on two leading 
ideas alien to the conceptions of modern Englishmen. 

The first of these ideas is that the government, 
and every servant of the government, possesses, as 
representative of the nation, a whole body of special 
rights, privileges, or prerogatives as against private 
citizens, and that the extent of these rights, privileges, 
or prerogatives is to be determined on principles 
different from the considerations which fix the legal 
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riglits and duties of one citizen towards another. An Cihapter 
individual in his dealings with the State does not, 
according to French ideas, stand on anything like the separation 
same footing as that on which he stands in dealings 
with his neighbour.^ 

The second of these general ideas is the necessity 
of maintaining the so-called “ separation of powers ” 
{separation des pouvoirs), or, in other words, of 
preventing the government, the legislature, and the 
courts from encroaching upon one another’s province. 

The expression, however, separation of powers, as 
applied by Frenchmen to the relations of the executive 
and the courts, with which alone we are here concerned, 
may easily mislead. It means, in the mouth of a 
French statesman or lawyer, something different 
from what we mean in England by the “indepen- 
dence of the judges,” or the like expressions. As 
interpreted by French history, by French legislation, 
and by the decisions of French tribunals, it means 
neither more nor less than the maintenance of the 

1 “ Un particuUer qui n^execute pas un marche doit d Ventrepreneur 
UTie indemnite proportionnee au gain dont il U prive; U Code dvil Vetdblit 
“ a^7ls^^ V administration qui rompt un tel marche ne doit d^indemnite 
^^qu^en raison de la perte ^rouvee. (Jest la r^gle de la jurisprudence 
“ admi/nistrative. A moins q.ue le droit ne dy oppose, elle tient que VEtat, 

“ (^est-drdire la collection de tons les citoyens, et le tresor public, iJest-d-dire 
“ V ensemble de tons les contrihuables, doivent passer avant le citoyen ou le 
“ contribicable isolds, difendant un intdrit individueU — ^Vivien, Etudes 
administratives (2nd ed., 1852), pp, 140, 141. This was the language of 
a French lawyer of high authority writing in 1853. The particular 
doctrine which it contains is now repudiated by French lawyers. 

Vivien’s teaching, however, even though it be no longer upheld, 
illustrates the general view taken in France of the relation between the 
iadividual and the State. That Vivien’s application of this view is 
now repudiated, illustrates the change which French droit administratif 
and the opinion of Frenchmen has undergone during the last fifty-jdve 
years. 
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Part n. principle that wMle the ordinary judges ought to be 
irremovable and thus independent of the executive, 
the government and its officials ought (whilst acting 
officially) to be independent of and to a great extent 
free from the jurisdiction of the ordinary courts.^ It 
were curious to follow out the historical growth of the 
whole theory as to the “ separation xA powers.” It 
rests apparently upon Montesquieu’s Bs'prit des Lois, 
Book XI. c. 6, and is in some sort the offspring 
of a double misconception ; Montesquieu misunder- 
stood on this point the principles and practice of the 
English constitution, and his doctrine was in turn, if 
not misunderstood, exaggerated, and misapplied by the 
French statesmen of the Eevolution. Their judgment 
was biassed, at once by knowledge of the incon- 
veniences and indeed the gross evils which had 
resulted from the interference of the French “ parlia- 
ments” in matters of State and by the belief that 
these courts would offer opposition, as they had done 
before, to fundamental and urgently needed reforms. 
Nor were the leaders of French opinion uninfluenced 
by the traditional desire, felt as strongly by despotic 
democrats as by despotic kings, to increase the power 
of the central government by curbing the authority of 
the law courts. The investigation, however, into the 
varying fate of a dogma which has undergone a 
different development on each side of the Atlantic 
would lead us too far from our immediate topic. All 
that we need note is the extraordinary influence 
exerted in France, and in all countries which have 
followedFrench examples, by this part of Montesquieu’s 

^ See Aucoo, Couf&rtTKXs sur I* AdTninistTcition et $ut Ib Droit cLdminis- 
iratif (3rd ed., 1885), vol. i, part i, bk. i, oh. i, N“ 20-24, pp. 47-60. 
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teacMng, and tte extent to wMcli it still underlies Chapter 
the political and legal institutions of the French 
Eepublic. 

To the combination of these two general ideas may character- 
be traced four distinguishing characteristics of French 
administrative law. 

The first of these characteristics is, as the reader 
will at once perceive, that the relation of the govern- determined 
ment and its officials towards private citizens must 
be regulated by a body of rules which are in reality 
laws, but which may differ considerably from the laws 
which govern the relation of one private person to 
another. This distinction between ordinary law and 
administrative law is one which since 1800 has been 
fully recognised in France, and forms an essential 
part of French public law, as it must form a part of 
the public law of any country where administrative 
law in the true sense exists.^ 

The second of these characteristics is that the (2) Law 


ordinary judicial tribunals which determine ordinary 
questions, whether they be civil or criminal, betweeii 
man and man, must, speaking generally, have no con- 
cern whatever with matters at issue between a private 
person and the State, i.e. with questions of adminis- 
trative law, but that such questions, in so far as 
they form at all matter of litigation {contentieux 
administratif), must be determined by administrative 
courts in some way connected with the government 
or the ad m i n istration. 

No part of revolutionary policy or sentiment was 


Courts 
without 
jurisdiction’' 
in matters! 


concemu 
the State 
and admin- 
istrative 
litigation 
to be deter- 
mined by 
adminis- 
trative 
courts. 


1 Of course it is possible that rules of administrative law may exist 
in a country, e.g. in Belgium, where these rules are enforced only by 
the ordinary courts. 
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Partn. more heartily accepted by Napoleon than the con- 
viction that the judges must never be allowed to 
hamper the action of the government. He gave 
effect to this conviction in two different ways. 

In the first place, he constituted, or reconstituted, 
two classes of courts. The one class consisted of 
“ judicial ” or, as we should say, “ common law ” 
courts. They performed, speaking generally, but 
two functions. The one function was the decision of 
disputes in strictness between private persons ; this 
duty was discharged by such courts as the courts of 
First Instance and the cotirts of appeal. The other 
function was the trial of all criminal cases ; this duty 
was discharged by such courts as the Correctional 
Courts {Tribunaux Correctionnels) or the Courts of 
Assize^ (Cours d’ Assises). At the head of aU these 
judicial tribunals was placed, and still stands, the 
Court of Cassation {Cout de Go/SscotioTi), whereof 
it is the duty to correct the errors in law of the 
inferior judicial courts.* The other class of so-called 


courts were and are the administrative courts, such 
as the Courts of the Prefects {Gonseil de Prefecture ) » 
and the Ccmseil d’Etat. The function of these 
bodies, in so far as they acted judicially (for they 
fulfilled many duties that were not judicial), was to 
determine questions of administrative law. The 
two of courts stood opposed to one another. 
The judicial courts had, speaking generally,* no 

• d^Assises are the only courts in France where there 


3 ^ ®=“*“**^ is in strictness a Court of Appeal. 

Wiik the Courts or Councils, of the Prefects an F.ngH.h student 
need hardly concern himself. ® siuaenu 

* There existed even under Napoleon exceptional instances and 

a... h... 1 ,. ,h,a, rSoSU .1 
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concern witli questions of administrative law, or, in 
other words, with cases in which the interest of the 
State or its servants was at issue ; to entrust any 
judicial court with the decision of any administrative 
suit would have been deemed in 1800, as indeed it 
is still deemed by most Frenchmen, a violation of the 
doctrine of the separation of powers, and would have 
allowed the interference by mere judges with cases in 
which the interest of the State or its servants was at 
issue. The administrative courts, on the other hand, 
had, speaking generally, no direct concern with 
matters which fell within the jurisdiction of the 
judicial tribunals, but when we come to examine 
the nature of the Conseil d’Etat we shall find that 
this restriction on the authority of a body which in 
Napoleon’s time formed part of the government itself 
was far less real than the strict limitations imposed 
on the sphere of action conceded to the common 
law courts. 

Napoleon, in the second place, displayed towards 
the ordinary judges the sentiment of contemptuous 
suspicion embodied in revolutionary legislation. The 
law of 16-24 August, 1790,^ is one among a score 
of examples which betray the true spirit of the 
Eevolution. The judicial tribunals are thereby for- 
bidden to interfere in any way whatever with any 

immediate convenience, legislation has given to judicial courts the 
decision of matters which from their nature should fail witiiin the 
sphere of the administrative tribunals, just as legislation has exception- 
ally given to administrative tribunals matters which v^ould naturally 
fall within the jurisdiction of the judicial courts. These exceptional 
instances cannot be brought within any one clear principle, and may 
for our purpose be dismissed from consideration. 

1 H4Iie, Lea Oonaiitutima de la France (1879), oh. i, p- 147 (Loi dea 
16-24 Aofit, 1790) tit. ii, art. 11-13. 
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Paitn. acts of legislation. Judicial functions, it is laid down, 
must remain separate from administrative functions. 
The judges must not, under penalty of forfeiture, 
disturb or in any way interfere with the operations of 
administrative bodies, or summon before them admin- 
istrative officials on account of anything done by 
reason of their administrative duties. Napoleon had 
imbibed to the utmost the spirit of these enactments. 
He held, as even at a much later date did all persons 
connected with the executive government, that “ the 
judges are the enemies of the servants of the State, 
“ and that there is always reason to fear their attempts 
• “ to compromise the public interests by their male- 

“ volent, or at best rash, interference in the usual 
“ course of government business.” ^ This fear was 
during the Empire, at any rate, assuredly groundless. 
Administrative officials met with no resistance from 
the courts. After the Eevolution the judges exhibited 
boundless humility and servile submission, they 
trembled before the power and obeyed the orders, often 
insolent enough, of the government.^ It is difficult, 
however, to see how in the days of Napoleon the 
ordinary judges could, whatever their courage or bold- 
ness, have interfered with the conduct of the govern- 

^ “On a suM 7 influence de ce pr^ugd dominant chex les gouvemants, 
daiis V administration et mime chez la plupart des jurisconsultesy que les 
“ agents jadidaires sont les euneuiis nes des agents administratifs, quHl y 
“ a toujours d craindre leurs tentatives de compromettre la chose publique 
pa/r leur intervention-^^nalveillante ou tout au moins inconsideree — dans 
la marche normale de V administration^ — J^ze, Les principes giniraux 
du Droit administratif (1st ed., 1904), p. 139. 

^ “ Les agents administratifs, dans leur arbitraire vdritablement inoui, 
ne recontrerent aucune risistaince chez les agents judiciaires, Ceux-cL 
apres la Revolution, ont montre une humiliti sans limite et une soumis- 
sion servile, C^est en tremblant quails ont toujours obii aux cadres 
^^parfois insolents du GouvememenV^ — J^ze, op, cit, p. 128. 
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ment or its agents. They are even now, as a rule, 
without jurisdiction in matters which concern the 
State. They have no right to determine, for instance, 
the meaning and legal effect in case it be seriously 
disputed of ofidcial documents, as, for example, of a 
letter addressed by a Minister of State to a sub- 
ordinate, or by a general to a person under his 
command. They are even now in certain cases with- 
out jurisdiction as to questions arising between a 
private person and a department of the government. 
In Napoleon’s time ^ they could not, without the con- 
sent of the government, have entertained criminal or 
civil proceedings against an official for a wrong done 
or a crime committed by such official in respect of 
private individuals when acting in discharge of his 
official duties. The incompetence, however, of the 
judicial courts did not mean, even under Napoleon, 
that a person injured by an agent of the government 
was without a remedy. He might bring his grievance 
before, and obtain redress from, the administrative 
tribunals, i.e. in substance the Conseil d’Etat, or 
proceedings might, where a crime or a wrong was 
complained of, be, with the permission of the govern- 
ment, taken before the ordinary courts. 

The co-existence of judicial courts and of adminis- 
trative courts results of necessity in raising questions 
of jurisdiction. A, for example, in some judicial 
court claims damages against X for a breach of 
contract, or it may be for what we should term an 
assault or false imprisonment. X’s defence in sub- 
stance is that he acted merely as a servant of the 

^ H41ie, Les Cemstitutiems de la France (1879), oh. iv, p. 583 (Con- 
stitTition du 22 Frimaire, An VIII. )> tit. vi, art. 75. 
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Partn. State, and that the case raises a point of adminis- 
trative law deternunable only by an administra- 
tive tribunal, or, speaking broadly, by the Conseil 
d’Etat. The objection, in short, is that the judicial 
court has no jurisdiction. How is this dispute to 
be decided? The natural idea of an Englishman 
is that the conflict must be determined by the 
judicial courts, Le. the ordinary judges, for that 
the judges of the land are the proper authorities to 
define the limits of their own jurisdiction. This 
view, which is so natural to an English lawyer, is 
radically opposed to the French conception of the 
■separation of powers, since it must, if systematically 
carried out, enable the courts to encroach on the 
province of the administration. It contradicts the 
principle still recognised as valid by French law 
that; administrative bodies must never be troubled 
in the exercise of their functions by any act 
whatever of the judicial power ; ^ nor can an 
Eng lis hm an, who recollects the cases on general 
warrants, deny that our judges have often inter- 
fered with the action of the admioistration. The 
worth of Montesquieu’s doctrine is open to ques- 
tion, but if his theory be sound, it is clear that 
judicial bodies ought not to be allowed to pro- 
nounce a final judgment upon the limits of their own 
authority. 

Under the legislation of Napoleon the right to 
determine such questions of jurisdiction was in 
theory reserved to the head of the State, but was 

^ See Aucoc, Conferences sur V Administration et sur le Droit ad- 
minisiratif (3rd ed., 1885), vol. i, part i, bk. i, ch. i, 24, pp. 
54-60. 
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in efiect given to tlie Gonseil d’Etat, that is, to caiapter 

• • • ITTT 

the highest of administrative courts. Its authority in 

this matter was, as it still is, preserved m two difEerent 
ways. If a case before an ordinary or judicial court 
clearly raised a question of administrative law, the 
court was bound to see that the inquiry was referred 
to the Gonseil d’Etat for decision. Suppose, how- 
ever, the court exceeded, or the government thought 
that it exceeded, its jurisdiction and trenched upon 
the authority of the administrative court, a pre- 
fect, who, be it remarked, is a mere government 
official, could raise a conffict, that is to say, could, by 
taking the proper steps, insist upon the question of 
jurisdiction being referred for decision to the Gonseil 
d’Etat. We can hardly exaggerate the extent of 
the authority thus conferred upon the Gonseil. It 
had the right to fix the limits of its own power, 
it could in effect take out of the hands of a 
judicial court a case of which the court was already 
seised.^ 

The fourth and most despotic characteristic of (4) Protee- 
droit administratif lies in its tendency to protect* officials, 
from the supervision or control of the ordinary law 
courts any servant of the State who is guilty of an 
act, however illegal, whilst acting in bona fide obedi- . 

^ Up to 1828 it -was possible “ 61ever m oonflit ” in any criininal 
no less than in any civil case. Nor is it undeserving of notice that, 
whilst a conflict could be raised in order to prevent a judicial court 
from encroaching on the sphere of an administrative court, there was 
in Napoleon’s time no legal means for raising a conflict with a view 
to prevent an administrative court from encroaching on the sphere of 
a judicial court. 

* This protection of officials may be displayed in parts of BVench 
law {e.g. French Code Pdnal, art. 114) which do not technically belong 
to d/roti administratif, but it is in reality connected with the whole 
system of administrative law. 
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ence to the orders of his superiors and, as far as 
intention goes, in the mere discharge of his official 
duties. 

Such an official enjoyed from 1800 till ]872 a 
triple protection {garantie des fonctiouTiaires). 

In the first place, he could not he made respon- 
sible before any court, whether judicial or adminis- 
trative, for the performance of any act of State 
{acte de gouvemement). 

The law of Prance has always recognised an 
indefinite class of acts, i.e. acts of State, wffiich, as 
they concern matters of high policy or of public 
security, or touch upon foreign policy or the execu- 
tion of treaties, or concern' dealings with foreigners, 
must be left to the uncontrolled discretion of the 
government, and lie quite outside the jurisdiction 
of any court whatever. What may be the exact 
definition of an act of State is even now, it would 
appear in France, a moot point on which high 
authorities are not entirely agreed. It is therefore 
impossible for any one but a French lawyer to 
determine what are the precise qualities which 
turn conduct otherwise illegal into an act of 
State of which no French court could take cognis- 
ance. Of recent years the tendency of French 
lawyers has certainly been to narrow down the sense 
of an ambiguous term which lends itself easily to the 
justification of tyranny. We may feel sure, however, 
that during the Napoleonic era and for long after- 
wards any transaction on the part of the government 
or its servants was deemed to be an act of State 
which was carried out hona fide with the object of 
farthering the interest or the security of the country. 



DROIT ADMINISTRATIS 


347 


In the second place, the French Penal Code, Art. caiapter 
114,^ protected, as it still protects, an ofS.cial jErom 
the penal consequences of any interference with the otedienoe 
personal liberty of fellow citizens when the act com- 
plained of is done under the orders of his oflS.cial 
superior.® 

In the third place, under the celebrated Article 75 ® 

^ French Code Penal, art. 114 : “ Lorsqu^un foncticmnaire public, un 
“ agent ou un prepose du Gouvernemenf, aura ordonne ou fait quelque acte 
“ arhitraire ou attentatoire soit d la lihertd individuelle, soit aux droits 
“ civiques d^un ou de plusieurs citoyens, soit d la Charts, il sera cmdamne 
“ d la peine de la degradation civique, 

“ 8i neanmoins il justifie quHl a agi par ordre de ses superieurs pour 
“ des objets du ressort de ceux-ci, sur lesquds il leur dtait dH Vobdissance 
“ hidrarchique il sera exemptd de la peine, laquelle sera, dans ce cas, 

“ appliqude seulement aux supdrieurs qui auront donne Vordre .^^ — 

With this read Gar 9 on, Code pdnal annotd (1901-1906), p. 245, and 
art. 34, p. 87 ; compare Code d^ Instruction criminelle. Art. 10 ; Duguit, 

Manuel de Droit Public franqais ; Droit Constitutionnel (1907), para, 

76, 77, pp. 524-527, and generally Duguit, UEtat, les gouvemants et 
les agents (1903), ch. v, para. 10, pp. 615-634. 

^ None but a French criminalist can pronounce with anything like 
certainty on the full effect of Art. 114, but Gar 9 on’s comment thereon 
(Gar 9 on, Code pdnal annotd (1901-1906), pp. 245-255) suggests to an 
English lawyer that an offender who brings himself within the exemp- 
tion mentioned in the second clause of the Article, though he may be 
found guilty of the offence charged, ^cannot be punished for it under 
Art. 114, or any other Article of the Penal Code, and that Art. 114 
protects a very wide class of public servants. (See Gar 9 on, comment 
under heads D and E, pp. 249-252, and under G, p. 253, and para. 100, 
p. 254. Read also Duguit, Manuel de Droit Public frangais; Droit 
Constitutionnel (1907), para. 75-77, special, pp. 504-527 ; Duguit, 

UEtat, les gouvemants et les agents (1903), ch. v, para, 10, pp. 615, 634.) 

It is difficult for an Englishman to understand how under the 
Code Pdnal a prefect, a policeman, or any other servant of the State, 
acting bona fide under the orders of his proper official superior, can be 
in danger of punishment for crimes such as assault, unlawful imprison- 
ment, and the like. 

® “ Les agents du Oouvemement, autres que les ministres, ne peuvent dire 
“ pcmrsuivis pour des faits relatifs d leurs fonctions, qu'en vertu d^une 
“ ddcision du conseil d^dtat : en ce cas, la pour suite a lieu devant les 
“ tribunaux ordinaires ^ — ^Duguit et Monnier, Les Constitutions et les 
principales lois poUtiques de la France depuis 1789 (1898), Constitution 
du 22 Frimaire, An. VIII, p. 127. 
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Part II. of tie Constitution of tie Year VIII., i.e. of 1800, no 

official could, witiout tie permission of tie Conseil 

d’Etat, be prosecuted, or otierwise be proceeded 
against, for any act done in relation to bis official 
duties. 

The protection given was ample. Article 75 reads 
indeed as if it appied only to prosecutions, but was 
construed by tie courts so as to embrace actions 
for damages.^ Under the Napoleonic Constitution no 
servant of tie State, whether a prefect, a mayor, or 
a policeman, whose conduct, however unlawful, met 
with tie approval of tie government, ran any real 
risk of incurring punishment or of paying damages for 
any act which purported to be done in discharge of 
his official duties. 

The effect practically produced by tie four charac- 
teristics of droit administratif, and especially tie 
amount of tie protection provided for officials acting 
in obedience to the orders of their superiors, depends 
in tie main on the answer to one question : What 
at a given time is found to be the constitution and 
tie character of tie Conseil d’Etat ? Was it then 
under Napoleon a law court administering judicially 
a particular branch of French law, or was it a 
department of tie executive government ? Tie 
answer is plain. Tie Conseil, as constituted or 
revived by Bonaparte, was tie very centre of his 
whole governmental fabric. It consisted of tie most 
eminent administrators whom Napoleon could gather 
round him. Tie members of tie Conseil were 
entitled and were bound to give tie supreme ruler 

^ See Jacquelin, Les primipes dominants du Contentieux administratif 
(1899), part i, tit. ii, cli. iv, p. 127, 
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advice The Conseil, or some of the Councillors, Chapter 
took part in affairs of all descriptions. It is hardly 
an exaggeration to say that, subject to the absolute 
will of Napoleon, the members of the Conseil con- 
stituted the government. They held office at his 
pleasure. The Councillors dealt with policy, with 
questions of administration, with questions of adminis- 
trative law. In 1800 it is probable that adminis- 
trative suits were not very clearly separated from 
governmental business. The Conseil, moreover, even 
when acting judicially, was more of a Ministry than 
of a court, and when the Conseil, acting as a court, 
had given its decision, or tendered its advice, it 
possessed no means for compelling the executive to 
give effect to its decisions. As a matter of fact, years 
have sometimes elapsed before the executive of the ■ 
day has thought fit to put the judgments of the 
Conseil into force, and it was not till 1872 that its 
decisions acquired by law the character of real judg- 
ments. It was, moreover, as we have already pointed 
out, originally the final Tribunal des Conflits. It had 
a right to determine whether a given case did or did 
not concern administrative law, and therefore whether 
it fell within its own jurisdiction or within the juris- 
diction of the ordinary courts. Thus the state of 
things which existed in France at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century bore some likeness to what 
would be the condition of affairs in England if there 
were no, or little, distinction between the Cabinet as 
part of the Privy Council and the Judicial Committee 
of the Privy Council, and- if the Cabinet, in its 
character of a Judicial Committee, determined all 
questions arising between the government on .the 
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Partii. one side, and private individuals on tlie other, and 
determined them with an admitted reference to con- 
siderations of public interest or of political expediency. 
Nor was any material change produced by the fall of 
Napoleon. The restored monarchy eagerly grasped 
the prerogatives created by the Empire. There was 
even a sort of return to the unrestrained arbitrariness 
of the Directory. It was not until 1828, that is, 
within two years of the expulsion of Charles X., that 
public opinion enforced some restriction on the 
methods by which the administrative authorities, i.e. 
the government, invaded the sphere of the judicial 
courts. 

There are two reasons why it is worth while to 
study with care the droit administratif of our first 
period. The administrative law of to-day has been 
built up on the foundations laid by Napoleon. The 
courts created by him still exist; their jurisdiction 
is still defined in accordance, in the main, with the 
lines which he laid down. True it is that machinery 
Jhvented to support a scheme of rational absolutism 
has in later times been used by legists and reformers 
for the promotion of legal liberty. But it is a fact 
never to be forgotten that the administrative law 
of France originated in ideas which favour the pre- 
rogatives of the government as the proper defence 
for the interest of the nation. 

Monarch- Second Period . — ^The Orleans Monarchy and the 
icd period. Empire 1830-1870.^ 

This period deserves the special attention of 

^ Little account need be taken of the Second Republic, 1848-1 851. 
Its legislative reforms in administrative law did not outlive its brief 
and troubled duration. 
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English students. Napoleonic Imperialism was 
absolutism ; the Eestoration was reaction ; neither 
admits of satisfactory comparison with any govern- 
mental system known to modern England. The 
forty years, on the other hand, which intervened 
between the expulsion of Charles X. and the fall of 
Napoleon III., though marked by three violent 
changes — the Revolution of 1848, the cowp d’^t 
of 1851, the overthrow of the Second Empire in 1870 
— form, as a whole, a time of civU order. During 
these forty years France was, with the exception of 
not more than six months, governed under the 
established law of the land. An age of peacefiil 
progress gives an opening for illuminative comparison 
between the public law of France and the public law 
of England. This remark is particularly applicable 
to the reign of Louis Philippe. He was, in the eyes 
of Englishmen, above all things, a constitutional 
king.^ His Parliamentary ministries, his House of 
peers, and his House of deputies, the whole frame- 
work and the very spirit of his government, seemed 
to be modelled upon the constitution of England ; 
under his rule the supremacy of the ordinary law of 
the land, administered by the ordinary law courts, 
was, as Englishmen supposed, as securely established 
in France as in England. They learn with surprise, 
that during the whole of these forty .years few, if 


1 His accession to tlie throne was aided by an obvious, but utterly 
superficial, analogy between the course of the English Revolution in 
the seventeenth century and of the great French Revolution in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Louis Philippe, it was supposed, 
was exactly the man to perform in France the part which William HI. 
had played in England, and close the era of revolution. 
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Part II. 


The Con- 
sell not an 
absolutely 
judicial 
body. 


any, legislative or Parliamentary reforms^ touclied 
the essential characteristics of droit administratif 
as established by Napoleon. It remained, as it 
still does, a separate body of law, dealt with by 
administrative courts. With this law the judicial 
courts continued to have, as they still have, 
no concern. The introduction of Parliamentary 
government took from the Conseil dEtat, during 
the reign of Louis Philippe, many of its political 
functions. It remained, however, as it does to-day, 
the great administrative court. It preserved what 
it does not now retain,® the right to define the juris- 
diction of the judicial courts. Servants of the State 
remained in possession of every prerogative or privi- 
lege ensured to them by custom or by Napoleonic 
legislation. Droit administratif, in short, retained 
till 1870 all its essential features. That this was so 
is apparent from two considerations : — 

First. The Conseil dEtat never, during the period 
with which we are concerned, became a thoroughly 
judicial body. 

This indeed is a point on which an English 
critic must speak with some hesitation. He will 
remember how easily a Frenchman, even though 
well acquainted with England, might at the present 
moment misinterpret the working of English in- 
stitutions, and imagine, for instance, from the 
relation of the Lord Chancellor to the Ministry, 
that the Cabinet, of which the Chancellor is always 

^ It was, however, gradually reformed to a great extent by a 
process of judicial legislation, i.e. by the Conseil d'Etat acting in the 
spirit of a law court. 

^ This function since 1872 has been performed by the Tribunal dea 
Conflits, See App. see. i (4 ). — ^Ed. 
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a member, could mflueuce tbe judgment given in an Chapt« 

action entered in tbe Chancery Division of the High 1_ 

Court, whereas, as every Englishman knows, centuries 
have passed since the Lord Chancellor, when acting . 
as a judge in Chancery, was in the slightest degree 
guided by the interest or the wishes of the Cabinet. 

An English critic will also remember that at the 
present day the Conseil d^Etat commands as profound 
respect as any court in France, and stands in popular 
estimation on a level with the Cour de Cassation — 
the highest of judicial tribunals — ^and further, that the 
repute of the Conseil has risen during every year since 
1830. Yet, subject to the hesitation which becomes 
any one who comments on the working of institutions 
which are not those of his own country, an English 
lawyer must conclude that between 1830 and 1870 
the Conseil, while acting as an administrative 
tribunal, though tending every year to become 
more and more judicialised, was to a considerable 
extent an ofiS.cial or governmental body, the members 
of which, when acting in the discharge of quasi- 
judicial functions, were likely to be swayed by 
ministerial or official sentiment. This assertion does 
not imply that the Conseil, consisting of persons 
of the highest eminence and character, did not aim 
at doing or did not constantly do justice. What is 
meant is that the ConseiVs idea of justice was not 
likely to be exactly the same as that entertained by 
judicial or common law courts. 

Secondly. The legal protection of officials suffered Nodiminu- 

. . tion in pro- 

no dinunution. teotion of 

No man could be made liable before any court 
whatever for carrying out an act of State (acte 
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Partil. gcMveTTiAM&n^.^ And under tlie rule of Louis 

Philippe, as under the Second Enapire, wide was the 

extension given, both in theory and in practice, to 
t-.Viis indefinite and undefined expression. 

In 1832 the Duchesse de Berry attempted to 
raise a civil war in La Vend4e. She was arrested. 
The king dared not let her leave the country. 
He would not put on trial the niece of his wife. 
Kepuhlicans and Legitimists alike wished her to be 
brought before a law court. The one class desired 
that Caroline Berry should be treated as an 
ordinary criminal, the other hoped to turn the Duchess 
into a popular heroine. The case was debated in 
Parliament again and again. Petitions demanded 
that she should either be set at liberty or brought 
before a jury. The government refused to take 
either course. She was detained in prison until 
private circumstances deprived her both of credit and 
of popularity. She was then quietly shipped off to 
Sicily. The conduct of the government, or in fact 
of the king, was illegal from beginning to end. 
The Ministry confessed, through the mouth of 
Monsieur Thiers, that the law had been violated. A 
vote of the Chamber of Deputies — not be it noted an 
act of legislation — supplied, it was held, full justi- 
fication for a breach of the law.® This was the kind 
of authority ascribed in 1832 by the constitutional 
Ministers of a constitutional monarch to an act of 

^ See p. 345, ante. 

* “ M. Thiers^ dans la seance du ^0 juin, avoua hautement tout ce 
quHl y avait eu d'illegal dans Varrestation^ la detention^ la mise en 
liberte de la duchesse ; detuit d la Chamhre d decider si Von avait agi 
dans VinterSt hien entendu du salut public. La Ghamhre passa d 
“ Vordre du jourd^ — Gregoire, Histoire de Frcmce et notions d'histoire 
ginerale (1904), voL i, p. 364, See also ibid., pp. 292-308, 356-364. 
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State. This most elastic of pleas was, it would 
seem, the excuse or the defence for the dealings of 
Napoleon III. with the property of the Orleans 
family ; nor is it easy to believe that even as late 
as 1880 some of the proceedings against the un- 
authorised congregations were not examples of the 
spirit which places an act of State above the law 
of the land. 

The Penal Code, Article 114,^ protecting from 
punishment, though not from legal condemnation, an 
agent of the government who though he committed 
a crime acted in obedience to the commands of his 
official superiors, remained, as it still remains, in 
full force. 

The celebrated Article 75 of the Constitution of 
the Year VIII.,® which made it impossible to take 
legal proceedings for a crime or a wrong against 
any official without the permission of the Conseil 
d'Etat, which surely in this case must have acted in 
accordance with the government of the day, still 
stood unrepealed. 

Public opinion refused to regard the Conseil as 
a judicial tribunal, and condemned the protection 
extended to official wrongdoers. Hear on this point 
the language of Alexis de Tocqueville : 

“In the Year VIII. of the French Eepublic a 
“ constitution was drawn up in which the following 
“ clause was introduced : ‘ Art. 7 5. All the agents 
“ of the government below the rank of ministers can 
“ only be prosecuted ® for offences relating to their 

1 See p. 346, note 1, ante. 

® See p. 350, ante. 

® This term was extended by legal decisions so as to cover actions 
for damages. See Jacquelin, Les principes dominants du Contentieux 
adimnisiratif (1899), part i, tit. ii, ch. iv, p. 127. 
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Part II. “ several functions by virtue of a decree of tbe Gon- 

“ s&il d’Etat ; in wlicb case tbe prosecution takes 

“place before the ordinary tribunals.’ This clause 
“ survived the ‘ Constitution de I’An VIII.,’ and it is 
“ still maintained in spite of the just complaints of 
“ the nation. I have always found the utmost diffi- 
“ culty in explaining its meaning to Englishmen or 
“ Americans. They were at once led to conclude 
“that the Conseil d'Etat in France was a great 
“tribunal, established in the centre of the king- 
“ dom, which exercised a preliminary and somewhat 
“ tyrannical jurisdiction in all political causes. But 
“ when I told them that the Conseil d’Etat was not 
“ a judicial body, in the common sense of the term, 
“ but an administrative council composed of men 
“ dependent on the Crown, so that the King, after 
“ having ordered one of his servants, called a Prefect, 
“ to commit an injustice, has the power of command- 
“ ing another of his servants, called a Councillor of 
“ State, to prevent the former from being punished ; 
“ when I demonstrated to them that the citizen who 
“ has been injured by the order of the sovereign is 
■ “ obliged to solicit from the sovereign permission to 
“ obtain redress, they refused to credit so flagrant an 
“ abuse, and were tempted to accuse me of falsehood 
“or of ignorance. It frequently happened before 
“ the Eevolution that a Parliament issued a warrant 
“ against a public officer who had committed an 
“ offence, and sometimes the proceedings were stopped 
“by the authority of the Crown, which enforced 
“ compliance with its absolute and despotic will. It 
“ is painful to perceive how much lower we are sunk 
“ than our forefathers, since we allow things to pass 
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under the colour of iustice and the sanction of the Chapter 
“ law wMch violence alone could impose upon them.” ^ 

This classical passage from de Tocqueville’s Demo- 
cracy in America was published in 1836, when, at the 
age of 30, he had obtained a fame which his friends 
compared to that of Montesquieu. His estimate of 
droit administratif assuredly had not changed when 
towards the end of his life he published L’Ancien 
Regime et la Revolution, by far the most powerful 
and the most mature of his works. 

“ We have, it is true,” he writes, “ expelled the 
“judicial power from the sphere of government into 
which the anden regime had most unhappily allowed 
“ its introduction, but at the very same time, as any 
“ one can see, the authority of the government has 
“ gradually been introducing itself into the natural 
“ sphere of the courts, and there we have suffered 
“it to remain as if the confusion of powers was not 
“ as dangerous if it came from the side of the govern- 
“ ment as if it came from the side of the courts, or 
“ even worse. For the intervention of the courts of 
“ Justice into the sphere of government only impedes 
“ the management of business, whilst the intervention 
“ of government in the administration of ju.stice 
“ depraves citizens and turns them at the same time 
“ both into revolutionists and slaves.” ® 

^ de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (translation by H. Keeve, 

1875), vol. i, p. 101 ; (Euvres completes (Mth ed., 1864), vol. i (Demo- 
cratic en Am4riqne), pp. 174, 176, 

2 “ Nous avonSf il est vrai^ cliass4 la justice de la sphere administrative 
“ oiit Vancien regime Vavait laissee sHrdroduire fort indUment ; mais dans 
“ le mime temps^ comme on le voi% le gouvernement sHntroduisait sans 
cesse dans la sphere naturelle de la justice^ et nous Vy avons laisse .* 

** comme si la confusion des pouvoirs n^etait pas aussi dangereuse de ce 
“ cSte que de V autre, et mime pi/re ; car Vintervention de la justice dans 
“ V administration ne nuit qu^aux affaires, tandis que Vintervention de 
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Ttese are th.e words of a man of extraordinary 
genius who well knew French history, who was well 
acquainted with the France of his day, who had for 
years sat in Parliament, who at least once had been a 
member of the Cabinet, and to whom the public life of 
his own country was as well known as the public life 
of England to Macaulay, de Tocqueville’s language 
may bear marks of an exaggeration, explainable partly 
by his turn of mind, and partly by the line of thought 
which made him assiduously study and possibly 
overrate the closeness of the connection between 
the weaknesses of modern democracy and the vices 
of the old monarchy. Be this as it may, he 
assuredly expressed the educated opinion of his 
time. A writer who has admirably brought into 
view the many merits of the Conseil d'Etat and 
the methods by which it has in matters of adminis- 
trative litigation acquired for itself more and more 
of a judicial character, acutely notes that till the 
later part of the nineteenth century the language 
of everyday life, which is the best expression of 
popular feeling, applied the terms “courts of justice ” 
or “justice itself only to the judicial or common law 
courts.! What stronger confirmation can be found 
of the justice of de Tocqueville’s judgment for the 
time at least in which he hved ? 

We can now understand the way in which from 
1830 to 1870 the existence of a droit administratif 
affected the whole legal position of French public 

^ l adnUnistrafion ^ns la justice deprave les hommes et tend & les rendre 
tout & la fois rivolutionnaires et semies.” — de Tooqueville, op. cit., 
vol. iv (Anoien Regime et Revolution), p. 103. 

! Jeze, Les princess genirtmx du Droit administratif (1st ed., 1904), 
p. 138, note 1. 
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servants, and rendered it quite difierent from tliat Chapter 
of English officials. 

Persons in the employment of the government, 
who formed, he it observed, a more important part of 
the community than do the whole body of English 
civil servants, occupied in France a situation in some 
respects resembling that of soldiers in England. For 
the breach of official discipline they were, we may 
safely assume, readily punishable in one form or 
another. But if like English soldiers they were 
subject to official discipline, they enjoyed what even 
soldiers in England do not possess, a very large 
amount of protection against proceedings before the 
judicial courts for wrongs done to private citizens. 

The position, for instance, of say a prefect or a 
policeman, who in the over-zealous discharge of his 
duties had broken the law by committing an assault 
or a trespass, was practically unassailable. He might 
plead that the wrong done was an act of State. If 
t bia defence would not avail him he might shelter 
himself behind Article 114 of the Penal Code, and 
thus escape not indeed an adverse verdict but the 
possibility of punishment. But after all, if the 
Ministry approved of his conduct, he had no need 
for legal defences. He could not, without the assent 
of the Conseil d’Etat, be called upon to answer for 
his conduct before any court of law. Article 75 
was the palladium of official privilege or irresponsi- 
bility. Nor let any one think that this arm of 
defence had grown rusty with time and could not 
in practice be used. Between 1852 and 1864 there 
were 264 applications for authorisations under Article' 

75 to take proceedings against officials. Only 34 were 
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granted, or, in otker words, 230 were refused.^ The 
manifest injustice of the celebrated Article had been 
long felt. Even in 1815 Napoleon had promised its 
modification. 

Third Period. — The Third Republic — 1870-1908. 

Within two years from the fall of the Second 
Empire public opinion insisted upon three drastic 
reforms in the administrative or ofi&cial law of 
France. 

On the 19th of September, 1870, Article 75 was 
repealed. It had survived the Empire, the Restoration, 
the Orleans Monarchy, the Republic of 1848, and the 
Second Empire. The one thing which astonishes an 
English critic even more than the length of time 
during which the celebrated Article had withstood 
every assault, is the date, combined with the method 
of its abolition. It was abolished on the 19th of 
September 1870, when the German armies were press- 
ing on to Paris. It was abolished by a Government 
which had come into ofl&ce through an insurrection, 
and which had no claim to actual power or to moral 
authority except the absolute necessity for protecting 
France against invasion. It is passing strange that a 
provisional government, occupied with the defence of 
Paris, should have repealed a fundamental principle of 
French law. Of the motives which led men placed 
in temporary authority by the accidents of a revolu- 
tion to carry through a legal innovation which, in 
appearance at least, alters the whole position of French 
officials, no foreign observer can form a certain opinion. 

^ See Jacquelin, Les principes dominants du Contentieux adminia- 
tratif (1899), part i, tit. ii, ch. iv, p. 128. 

It is worth notice that the principle of Article 75 was recognised in 
more than one State of the old German Empire. 
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It is, however, a plausible conjecture, confirmed by Chapter 
subsequent events, that the repeal of Article 75 was 
lightly enacted and easily tolerated, because, as many 
lawyers may have suspected, it efifected a change 
more important in appearance than in reality, and 
did not after all gravely touch the position of French 
functionaries or the course of French administration.^ 

A circumstance which fills an English lawyer with 
further amazement is that the repeal of Article 75 
became, and stiU without any direct confirmation by 
any legislative assembly remains, part of the law of 
the land. Here we come across an accepted principle 
of French constitutional law which betrays the im- 
mense authority conceded both by the law and by 
the public opinion of France to any de facto and 
generally accepted government. Such a body, even 
if like the provisional government of 1848 it is called 
to office one hardly knows how, by the shouts of a 
mob consisting of individuals whose names for the 
most part no one now knows at all, is deemed to 
possess whilst it continues in power the fullest legisla- 
tive authority. It is, to use French terms, not only 
a legislative but a constituent authority. It can 
issue decrees, known by the technical name of decree 

^ For some confirmation of this view, see Ancoo, Conferences sur 
V Administration et sur le Droit administratif (3rd ed., 1885), vol. i, 
bk. V, ch. ii, 419-426, pp. 740-768 ; Jacquelin, La Juridiction 
administrative (1891), p. 427 ; Laferriere, Traite de la Juridiction 
administrative et des recours contentieux (2nd ed., 1896), vol. i, bk. iii, 
ch. vii, pp. 637-654. 

The admission, however, involved in the repeal of Article 76 of 
the general principle that officials are at any rate prima facie liable 
for illegal acts, in the same way as private persons, marks, it is said 
by competent authorities, an important change in the public opinion of 
France, and is one among other signs of a tendency to look with 
jealousy on the power of the State. 
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dome person or body witb acknowledged legislative 
authority, are often as much law of the land as any 
Act passed with the utmost formality by the present 
French National Assembly. Contrast with this ready 
acceptance of governmental authority the view taken 
by English Courts and Parliaments of every law passed 
from 1642 to 1660 which did not receive the Royal 
assent. Some of them were enacted by Parliaments 
of a ruler acknowledged both in England and in many 
foreign countries as the head of the English State ; 
the Protector, moreover, died in peace, and was 
succeeded without disturbance by his son Richard. 
Yet not a single law passed between the outbreak of 
the Rebellion and the Restoration is to be found 
in the English Statute Book. The scrupulous 
legalism of English lawyers acknowledged in 1660 
no Parliamentary authority but that Long Parliament 
which, under a law regularly passed and assented 
to by Charles I., could not be dissolved without 
its own consent. A student is puzzled whether 
most to admire or to condemn the sensible but, 
it may be, too easy acquiescence of Frenchmen in 
the actual authority of any de facto government, 

^ See for the legal doctrine and for examples of such decree laws, 
Duguit, Manuel de Droit Public frangais; Droit Constitutionnel (1907), 
para. 141, pp. 1037, 1038 ; Moreau. Le r^glement administratif (1902), 
para. 66, pp. 103, 104. Such decree laws were passed by the provisional 
government between the 24th of February and the 4th of May, 1848 ; by 
Louis Napoleon between the coup d'etat of 2nd December, 1851, and 
29th March, 1862, that is, a ruler who, having by a breach both of the 
law of the land and of his oaths usurped supreme power, had not as 
yet received any recognition by a national vote ; and lastly, by the 
Government of National Defence between 4th September, 1870, and 
12th February, 1871, that is, by an executive which might in strictness 
be called a government of necessity. 
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or the legalism carried to pedantic absurdity of 
Englishmen, who in matters of statesmanship placed 
technical legality above those rules of obvious ex- 
pediency which are nearly equivalent to principles of 
justice. This apparent digression is in reality germane 
to our subject. It exhibits the different light in which, 
even in periods of revolution, Frenchmen and English- 
men have looked upon the rule of law. 

The strange story of Article 75 needs a few words 
more for its completion. The decree law of 19th 
September, 1870, reads as if it absolutely subjected 
officials accused of any breach of the law to the juris- 
diction of the judicial courts. This, moreover, was in 
fact the view taken by both the judicial and the ad- 
ministrative courts between 1870 and 1872.^ But 
judicial decisions can in France, as elsewhere, frustrate 
the operation of laws which they cannot repeal. After 
1870 proceedings against officials, and officials of aU 
ranks, became frequent. This fact is noteworthy. 
The government wished to protect its own servants. 
It brought before the newly constituted Trihuiial des 
Conflits ® a case raising for reconsideration the effect 
of the decree law of 19th September, 1870. The court 
held that, though proceedings against officials might 
be taken without the leave of the Conseil d’Etat, yet 
that the dogma of the separation of powers must stiU 
be respected, and that it was for the Tribunal des 
Conflits to determine whether any particular case fell 
within the jurisdiction of the judicial courts or of the 
administrative courts, that is in effect of the Conseil 

^ See in support of this view, Jacquelin, Les priricipes dominants du 
Contentieux administratif (1899), part i, tit. ii, ch. iv, pp. 127-144. 

^ See p. 365, post. 
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d'Etat.'^ The principle of this decision has now 
obtained general acceptance. Thus a judgment 
grounded on that doctrine of the separation of powers 
which embodies traditional jealousy of interference 
by ordinary judges in affairs of State has, according 
at any rate to one high authority, reduced the effect 
of the repeal of Article 75 almost to nothing. “ To 
sum the matter up,” writes Duguit, “ the only difier- 
ence between the actual system and that which 
existed under the Constitution of the Year VIII. is 
that before 1870 the prosecution of State officials 
was subject to the authorisation of the Conseil d'Etat, 
whilst to-day it is subject to the authorisation of the 
Tribunal des Gonflits.” ® 

Under the law of 24th May, 1872,® the decisions of 
the Conseil d’Etat concerning cases of administrative 
law received for the first time the obligatory force 
of judgments. They had hitherto been in theory, 
and from some points of view even in practice, as 
already pointed out,* nothing but advice given to 
the head of the State. 

The same law ® which enhanced the authority of 
the ConseiVs decisions diminished its jurisdiction. 

^ See Pdletier^s Case, decided 26th July, 1873 ; and in support of an 
interpretation of the law which has now received general approval, 
Laferri^re, i, pp. 637-654 ; Berth^lemy, Traite elementaire de Droit 
administratif (6th ed., 1908), p. 66 ; Duguit, Manuel de Droit Public 
frangais; Droit Constitutionnd (1907), para. 67, pp. 463, 464 ; Jeze, Lee 
principes generaux du Droit administratif (1st ed., 1904), pp. 133-135. 

^ “ Finalement la seule difference entre le sysUme actud et celui de la 
“ constitution de Van VIII,, dest qu’avant 1870 la poursuite contre les 
fonctionnaires dtait subordonnde a V autorisation du Conseil d'Etat, et 
qu’aujourd^hui die est subordonnie d V autorisation du tribunal des 
conflits ,^*' — ^Duguit, op. cit. (1907), para. 67y»p. 464. 

^ Sect. 9. * See p. 349, ante. 

f Law of 24th May, 1872, Tit. iv, art. 25-28. 
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The Consdl had, since 1800, decided whether a given 
case, or a point that might arise in a given case, fell 
within the jurisdiction of the judicial courts or of 
the administrative courts, i.e. in substance of the 
Conseil itself. This authority or power was, in 1872, 
transferred to a separate and newly constituted 
Tribunal des Gonjlits?- 

This Tribunal des Conjlits has been carefully con- 
stituted so as to represent equally the authority of 
the Gour de Ga^sation — the highest judicial court in 
France — and the authority of the GonseU d’EtaJt — 
the highest administrative court in France. It con- 
sists of nine members : — ^three members of the Gour 
de Gassation elected by their colleagues ; three members 
of the GonseU d’Etal, also elected by their colleagues ; 
two other persons elected by the above six judges 
of the Tribunal des Gonjlits. All these eight members 
of the court hold office for three years. They are 
re-eligible, and are almost invariably re-elected. 
The Minister of Justice (garde des sceaux) for the 
time being, who is a member of the Ministry, is ex 
officio President of the court. He rarely attends. 
The court elects from its own members a Vice- 
President who generally presides.® The Tribunal des 
Gonjlits comes near to an absolutely judicial body ; it 
commands, according to the best authorities, general 
confidence. But its connection with the Grovemment 
of the day through the Minister of Justice (who is 

^ Such a separate Tribunal des Confiits had been created under the 
Second Republic, 1848-1851. It fell to the ground on the fall of 
the Republic itself in consequence of the cowp d^dtat of 1851. 

^ See Berthelemy, Traite ildmentaire de Droit administraiif (10th ed., 
1930), p. 1077. For present constitution of Tribunal des Confiits, see 
App. sec. i (4), p. 501, 'post . — En, 
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not necessarily a lawyer) being its President, and the 
absence on tbe part of its members of that permanent 
tenure of of&ce,^ whicb is tbe best security for perfect 
judicial independence, are defects, which, in the 
opinion of the fairest among French jurists, ought to 
be removed,* and which, as long as they exist, detract 
from the judicial character of the Tribunal des Gonflits. 
An Englishman, indeed, can hardly fail to surmise 
that the court must still remain a partly oflBicial body 
which may occasionally be swayed by the policy of 
a Ministry, and still more often be influenced by 
official or governmental ideas. Nor is this suspicion 
diminished by the knowledge that a Minister of 
Justice has within the year 1908 defended his 
position as President of the Court on the ground that 
it ought to contain some one who rejpresents the 
interests of the government.* 

These three thorough-going reforms were carried 
out by legislative action. They obviously met the 
requirements of the time.* They were rapid; they 
appeared to be sudden. This appearance is delusive. 
They were in reality the outcome of a slow but con- 
tinuous revolution in French public opinion and also 

^ A member of tbe Conseil d*Etat does not hold his position as 
Councillor for life. He may be removed from the Conseil by the 
Government, But no Councillor has been removed since 1875. 

^ Laferriere, Traite de la Juridiction administrative et des recours 
contentieux (2nd ed., 1896), voL i, bk. prelim., ch. i, p. 24 ; Chardon, 
U Administration de la France — les fonctionnaires (1908), p. 4, note 2 ; 
J^ze, Les principes generaux du Droit administratif (1st ed., 1904), 
pp. 133, 134. 

^ See J^ze, Revue de Droit public, vol. xxv (1908), p. 257. 

^ They were either tacitly sanctioned (decree law of 19th September, 
1870) or enacted (law of 24th May, 1872) even before the formal 
establishment of the Eepublic (1875) by a National Assembly of 
which the majority were so far from being revolutionists, or even 
reformers, that they desired the restoration of the monarchy. 
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of the perseverance ■with •which the legists of the Chapter 
Comeil d^Etat, under the guidance of French juris- 
prudence and logic, developed out of the arbitrariness 
of administrative practice a fixed system of true 
administrative law. To understand this evolution of 
droit administratif during the lapse of more than a 
century (1800-1908) we must cast a glance over the 
whole development of this branch of French law and 
regard it in the light in which it presents itself, not 
so much to an historian of France as to a lawyer who 
looks upon the growth of French public la'w from an 
historical point of view. We shall then see that the 
years under consideration fall into three periods or 
divisions.^ They are : — 

(i.) The period of unnoticed growth, 1800-18 
[Pdnode d'dahoration secrete). During these years 
the Conseil, by means of judicial precedents, created 
a body of maxims, ia accordance vdth which the 
Conseil in fact acted when deciding administrative 
disputes. 

(ii.) The period of publication, 1818-60 {Pdriode 
de divvlgation). During these forty-two years various 
reforms were carried out, partly by legislation, but, to 
a far greater extent, by judge-made law. The judicial 
became more or less separated off from the administra- 
tive functions of the Conseil. Litigious business (Ze 
contentieux administratif) was in practice assigned 
to and decided by a special committee (section), and, 
what is of equal consequence,' such business was 

1 See Hauriou, Fricis de Droit administratif (3rd ed., 1897), pp. 245- 
268. These periods do not precisely correspond with the three eras 
marked by political changes in the annals of France under which have 
already been considered (see p. 334, ante) the history of droit adminis- 
tratif. 
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a court wMcb was addressed by advocates, beard 
arguments, and after public debate delivered judicial 
decisions. These decisions were reported, became the 
object of much public interest, and were, after a 
manner with which English lawyers are well ac- 
quainted, moulded into a system of law. The 
judgments, in short, of the Conseil acquired the 
force of precedent. The political revolutions of 
France, which have excited far too much notice, 
whilst the uninterrupted growth of French institu- 
tions has received too little attention, sometimes 
retarded or threw back, but never arrested the con- 
tinuous evolution of droit administratif \ even under 
the Second Empire this branch of French jurisprudence 
became less and less arbitrary and developed more 
and more itito a system of fixed and subtle legal rules. 

(iii.) The period of organisation, 1860-1908 
{P^riode d' organisation). During the last forty- 
eight years, marked as they have been in France by 
the change from the Empire to a Republic, by the 
German invasion, and by civil war, the development 
of droit administratif has exhibited a singular and 
tranquil regularity. Sudden innovations have been 
rare and have produced little effect. The reforms 
introduced by the decree law of 19th September, 
1870, and by the law of 24th May, 1872, are, taken 
together, considerable ; but they in reality give effect 
to ideas which had since 1800 more or less guided the 
judicial legislation and practice both of the Conseil 
d’Etat and of the Cour de Cassation. If the legal 
history of France since 1800 be looked at as a 
whole, an Englishman may reasonably conclude 
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that the arbitrary authority of the executive as it Chapter 
existed in the time of Napoleon, and even as it was 
exercised under the reign of Louis Philippe or of 
Louis Napoleon, has gradually, as far as the jurisdic- 
tion of the administrative courts is concerned, been 
immensely curtailed, if not absolutely brought to an 
end. Dr<M ad/ministratif, though administered by 
bodies which are perhaps not in strictness courts, and 
though containing provisions not reconcilable with the 
modern English conception of the rule of law, comes 
very near to law, and is utterly different from the 
capricious prerogatives of despotic power. 

A comparison between the administrative law of (B)pom. 
France and our English rule of law, if taken from the 
right point of view, suggests some interesting points 
of likeness, no less than of unlikeness, 

It win be observed that it is “modern” English l laeness. 
notions which we have contrasted with the ideas 
of administrative law prevalent in France and other ministratif 
continental states. The reason why the opposition opposed 
between the two is drawn in this form deserves notice, 

At a period which historically is not very remote 
from us, the ideas as to the position of the Crown ^eveu- 

teenth 

wnich were current, if not predominant in England ^ centuries, 
bore a very close analogy to the doctrines which have 
given rise to the droit administratif of France.^ 

Similar beliefs moreover necessarily produced similar 
results, and there was a time when it must have 
seemed possible that what we now call adminis- 
trative law should become a permanent part of 

^ This is illustrated hy the similarity between the views at one 
time prevailing both in England and on the continent as to the 
relation between the Government and the press. See pp. 259 - 264 , 
ante. 
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Part II. Englisli institutions. Eor from the accession of the 
Tudors till the final expulsion of the Stuarts the 
Crown and its servants maintained and put into 
practice, with more or less success and with varying 
degrees of popular approval, views of government 
essentially similar to the theories which under 
difierent forms have been accepted by the French 
people. The personal fadings of the Stuarts and the 
confusion caused by the combination of a religious 
with a political movement have tended to mask the 
true character of the legal and constitutional issues 
raised by the political contests of the seventeenth 
century. A lawyer, who regards the matter from an 
exclusively legal point of view, is tempted to assert 
that the real subject in dispute between statesmen 
such as Bacon and Wentworth on the one hand, 
and Coke or Eliot on the other, was whether a strong 
administration of the continental type should, or 
should not, be permanently established in England. 
Bacon and men like him no doubt underrated the 
risk that an increase in the power of the Crown 
should lead to the establishment of despotism. 
But advocates of the prerogative did not (it may be 
supposed) intend to sacrifice the liberties or invade 
the ordinary private rights of citizens; they were 
struck with the evils flowing from the conservative 
legalism of Coke, and with the necessity for enabling 
the Crown as head of the nation to cope with the 
selfishness of powerful individuals and classes. They 
wished, in short, to give the government the sort of 
rights conferred on a foreign executive by the prin- 
ciples of administrative law. Hence for each feature 
of French dvoit O/dnvinistTcttiJ' one may find some 


1 



DROIT ADMINISTRA TIF 


371 


curious analogy either in the claims put forward or 
in the institutions favoured by the Crown lawyers of 
the seventeenth century. 

The doctrine, propounded under various metaphors 
by Bacon, that the prerogative was something beyond 
and above the ordinary law is hke the foreign doc- 
trine that in matters of high policy (ac^e de 
gouvemement) the administration has a discre- 
tionary authority which cannot be controlled by 
any court. The celebrated dictum that the judges, 
though they be “ lions,” yet should be “ lions under 
“ the throne, being circumspect that they do not 
“ cheek or oppose any points of sovereignty,” ^ is a 
curious anticipation of the mazim formulated by 
French revolutionary statesmanship that the judges 
are under no circumstances to disturb the action of 
the administration, and, would, if logically worked 
out, have led to the exemption of every administra- 
tive act, or, to use English terms, of every act alleged 
to be done in virtue of the prerogative, from judicial 
cognisance. The constantly increasing power of the 
Star Chamber and of the Council gave practical 
expression to prevalent theories as to the Eoyal 
prerogative, and it is hardly fanciful to compare 
these courts, which were in reality portions of the 
executive government, with the Conseil d’Etat and 
other Tribuncmx administratifs of France. Nor is a 
parallel wanting to the celebrated Article 75 of the 
Constitution of the Tear VIII.* This parallel is to 
be found in Bacon’s attempt to prevent the judges by 
means of the writ De non 'procedendo Eege inconsuUo 

^ Gardiner, History of England, voL iii (1883), p. 2. 

* See pp. 347, 348, arde. 
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Part 11. firoia. proceeding with, any case in which the interests 

of the Crown were concerned. “ The working of this 

“writ,” observes Mr. Gardiner, “if Bacon had 
“ obtained his object, would have been, to some 
“ extent, analogous to that provision which has been 
“found in so many French constitutions, according 
“ to which no agent of the Government can be sum- 
“ moned before a tribunal, for acts done in the exercise 
“ of his office, without a preliminary authorisation by 
“ the Conseil d'Etat. The efiect of the English writ 
“ being confined to cases where the King was him- 
“ self supposed to be injured, would have been of less 
“ universal application, but the principle on which it 
“ rested would have been equally bad.” ^ The prin- 
ciple moreover admitted of unlimited extension, and 
this, we may add, was perceived by Bacon. “The 
“ writ,” he writes to the King, “ is a mean provided 
“by the ancient law of England to bring any case 
“ that may concern your Majesty in profit or power 
‘'from the ordinary Benches, to he tried and judged 
“ before the Chancellor of England, by the ordinary 
“ and legal part of this power. And your Majesty 
“ knoweth your Chancellor is ever a principal 
“ counsellor and instrument of monarchy, of im- 
“mediate dependence on the hing ; and therefore 
“ like to he a safe and tender guardian of the 
“ regal rights.’' ® Bacon’s innovation would, if 
successful, have formally established the funda- 
mental dogma of administrative law, that ad- 
ministrative questions must be determined by 
administrative bodies. 

The analogy between the administrative ideas 

^ Gardiner, op. cit., vol. iii (1883), p. 7, note 2. 

* Abbott, Francis Bacon (1885), p. 234. 
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which, still prevail on the Continent^ and the con- Chapter 

ception o£ the prerogative which was maintained by 

the English crown in the seventeenth century has 
considerable speculative interest. That the adminis- 
trative ideas supposed by many French writers to 
have been originated by the statesmanship of the 
great Eevolution or of the first Empire are to a great 
extent developments of the traditions and habits of 
the French monarchy is past a doubt, and it is a 
curious inquiry how far the efforts made by the 
Tudors or Stuarts to establish a strong government 
were influenced by foreign examples. This, however, 
is a problem for historians. A lawyer may content 
himself with noting that French history throws light 
on the causes both of the partial success and of the 
ultimate failure of the attempt to establish in Eng- 
land a strong administrative system. The endeavour 
had a partial success, because circumstances, similar 
to those which made French monarchs ultimately 
despotic, tended in England during the sixteenth 
and part of the seventeenth century to augment the 
authority of the Crown. The attempt ended in 
failure, partly because of the personal deficiencies 
of the Stuarts, but chiefly because the whole 
scheme of administrative law was opposed to those 
habits of equality before the law which had long 
been essential characteristics of English institutions. 

Droit administratif is in its contents utterly un- 2nd Point 
like any branch of modern English law, but in the 
method of its formation it resembles English law 

^ It is worth noting that the system of “administrative law,” 
though more fully judicialised in France than elsewhere, exists in one 
form or another in most of the Continental States. 
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France. For droit administratif like the greater 

part of English law, “case-law,” or “judge-made 
law. ” ^ The precepts thereof are not to be found in any 
code ; they are based upon precedent : French lawyers 
cling to the belief that droit administratif cannot be 
codified, just as English and American lawyers main- 
tain, for some reason or other which they are never 
able to make very clear, that English law, and especi- 
ally the common law, does not admit of codification. 
The true meaning of a creed which seems to be 
illogical because its apologists cannot, or will not, 
give the true grounds for their faith, is that the 
devotees of droit administratif ia. France, in common 
with the devotees of the common law in England, 
know that the system which they each admire is 
the product of judicial legislation, and dread that 
codification might limit, as it probably would, 
the essentially legislative authority of the trihunaux 
administrates in France, or of the judges in England. 
The prominence further given throughout every 
treatise on droit administratif to the contentieitx 
administratif recalls the importance in English law- 
books given to matters of procedure. The cause is 
in each case the same, namely, that French jurists 
and English lawyers are each dealing with a system 
of law based on precedent. 

Nor is it irrelevant to remark that the droit 
administratif of France, just because it is case-law 
based on precedents created or sanctioned by 

1 See Dicey, Law and Opinion in England (2nd ed., 1914), Lecture XL 
(p. 361), and App. sec. i (4), post. Dicey suspected that English lawyers 
underrated the influence at the present day exerted by precedent (juris- 
prudence) in Erench courts. — ^En. 
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tribunals, has, like the law of England, been pro- Chapter 
foundly influenced by the writers of tezt-books and 
commentaries. There are various branches of English 
law which have been reduced to a few logical prin- 
ciples by the books of well-known writers. Stephen 
transformed pleading from a set of rules derived 
mainly from the experience of practitioners into a 
coherent logical system. Private international law, 
as understood in England at the present day, has 
been developed under the influence first of Story’s 
Commentaries on the Conflict of Laws, and next, at 
a later date, of Mr. Westlake’s Private International 
Law. And the authority exercised in every field of 
English law by these and other eminent writers has 
in France been exerted, in the field of administrative 
law, by authors or teachers such as Cormenin, 
Macarel, Vivien, Laferrihre, and Hauriou. This is no 
accident. Wherever courts have power to form the 
law, there writers of text-books will also have in- 
fluence. Kemark too that, from the very nature of 
judge-made law, Eeports have in the sphere of droit 
administratif an importance equal to the importance 
which they possess in every branch of English law, 
except in the rare instances in which a portion of our 
law has undergone codification. 

But in the comparison between French droit 3rd point. 
administratif and the law of England a critic ought of droit 
not to stop at the points of likeness arising from 
their each of them being the creation of Judicial 
decisions. There exists a further and very curious 
analogy between the process of their historical 
development. The Conseil d’Etat has been converted 
from an executive into a judicial or quasi-judicial body 
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executive functions through the transference of the 

former to committees {sections), which have assumed 
more and more distinctly the duties of courts. These 
“judicial committees ” (to use an English expression) 
at first only advised the Conseil d’Etat or the whole 
executive body, though it was soon understood that the 
Council would, as a general rule, follow or ratify the 
decision of its judicial committees. This recalls to a 
student of English law the fact that the growth of our 
whole judicial system may historically be treated as the 
transference to parts of the King’s Council of judicial 
powers originally exercised by the King in Council ; 
and it is reasonable to suppose that the rather ill- 
defined relations between the Conseil d’Etat as a 
whole, and the ComitS du contentieux^ may explain 
to a student the exertion, during the earlier periods 
of English history, by the King’s Council, of hardly 
distinguishable judicial and executive powers; it 
explains also how, by a natural process which may 
have excited very little observation, the judicial 
functions of the Council became separated from its 
executive powers, and how this differentiation of 
functions gave birth at last to courts whose connection 
with the political executive was merely historical. 
This process, moreover, of differentiation assisted at 
times, in France no less than in England, by legisla- 
tion, has of quite recent years changed the Conseil 
d’Etat into a real tribunal of droit administratif, as 
it created in England the Judicial Committee of the 
Privy Council for the regular and judicial decision of 

^ See Laferrl^re, Traite de la Juridiciion administrative et des recours 
^ntentieux (2nd 1896), vol. bk, ch. iii, p. 236, 
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appeals from the colonies to the Crown in Council. 
Nor, though the point is a minor one, is it irrelevant 
to note that, as the so-called judgments of the Con- 
seil d’Etat were, till 1872, not strictly “judgments,” 
but in reality advice on questions of droit adminis- 
tratif given by the Conseil d’Etat to the head of the 
Executive, and advice which he was not absolutely 
bound to follow, so the “judgments” of the Privy 
Council, even when acting through its judicial com- 
mittee, though in reality judgments, are in form 
merely humble advice tendered by the Privy Council 
to the Crown. This form, which is now a mere 
survival, carries us back to an earlier period of English 
constitutional history, when the interference by the 
Council, i.e. by the executive, with judicial functions, 
was a real menace to that supremacy of the law 
which has been the guarantee of English freedom, 
and this era in the history of England again is 
curiously illustrated by the annals of droit adminis- 
tratif after the restoration of the Bourbons, 1815-30. 

At that date the members of the Conseil d’Etat, 
as we have seen,^ held, as they still hold, office at the 
pleasure of the Executive ; they were to a great extent 
a political body ; there existed further no Conflict- 
Court; or rather the Conseil d’Etat was itself the 
Tribunal des Conflits, or the body which determined 
the reciprocal jurisdiction of the ordinary law courts 
and of the administrative courts, i.e. speaking broadly, 
the extent of the Couhcil’s own jiirisdiotion. The 
result was that the Conseil d’Etat used its powers to 
withdraw cases from the decision of the law courts, 
and this at a time when government functionaries 

^ See p. 348, aTriie, 
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Part n. were fully protected by Article 75 of tbe Constitution 
of tbe Year VIII. from being made responsible before 
tbe courts for official acts done in excess of tbeir 
legal powers. Nevertheless, tbe Conseil d'Etat, just 
because it was to a great extent influenced by legal 
ideas, resisted, and with success, exertions of arbitrary 
power inspired by tbe spirit of Eoyalist reaction. It 
upheld tbe sales of tbe national domain made between 
1789 and 1814 ; it withstood every attempt to in- 
vabdate decisions given by administrative authorities 
during tbe period of tbe Eevolution or under tbe 
Empire. Tbe King, owing, it may be assumed, to 
tbe judicial independence displayed by tbe Conseil 
d’Etat, took steps which were intended to transfer 
tbe decision of administrative disputes from tbe 
Council or its committees, acting as courts, to 
Councillors, acting as part of tbe executive. Ordi- 
nances of 1814 and of 1817 empowered tbe King 
to withdraw any administrative dispute which was 
connected with principles of public interest {toutes les 
affaires du contentieux de V administration qui se 
lieraient d, des vues d^interSt ge'nSral) from the juris- 
diction of tbe Conseil d’Etat and bring it before the 
Council of Ministers or, as it was called, tbe Conseil 
dien haut, and tbe general effect of this power and of 
other arrangements, which we need not follow out 
into detail, was that questions of droit administratif, 
in tbe decision of which tbe government were in- 
terested, were ultimately decided, not even by a quasi- 
judicial body, but by tbe King and his Ministers, 
acting avowedly under tbe bias of political considera- 
tions.^ In 1828 France insisted upon and obtained 

^ See Laferriere, TraiU de la Juridiction administrative et des recours 
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from Charles X. changes in procedure which dimin- 
ished the arbitrary power of the Council.^ But no 
one can wonder that Frenchmen feared the increase of 
arbitrary power, or that French liberals demanded, 
after the Revolution of 1830, the abolition of adminis- 
trative law and of administrative courts. They felt 
towards the jurisdiction of the Conseil dJEtat the 
dread entertained by Englishmen of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries with regard to the jurisdiction 
of the Privy Council, whether exercised by the Privy 
Council itself, by the Star Chamber, or even by the 
Court of Chancery. In each country there existed 
an appreciable danger lest the rule of the prerogative 
should supersede the supremacy of the law. 

The comparison is in many ways instructive; it 
impresses upon us how nearly it came to pass that 
something very like administrative law at one time 
grew up in England. It ought, too, to make us per- 
ceive that such law, if it be administered in a judicial 
spirit, has in itself some advantages. It shows us 
also the inherent danger of its not becoming in strict- 
ness law at all, but remaining, from its close connection 
with the executive, a form of arbitrary power above 
or even opposed to the regular law of the land. It is 
certain that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
the jurisdiction of the Privy Council and even of the 
Star Chamber, odious as its name has remained, 
did confer some benefits on the public. It should 
always be remembered that the patriots who re- 
sisted the tyranny of the Stuarts were fanatics for 

contentieux (2nd ed., 1896), vol. i, bk. i, oh. in, pp. 226-234, and Comemin, 
Le Conseil d'Etat envisagd crntme Cmseil ei comme Juridiciion dans Tiotre 
Monarchie constitutionTielle (1818). 

1 Ordinance of 1st June, 1828, Laferriere, op. c^^., vol. i, p. 232. 
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Part II. the common law, and could they have seen their way 
to do so wotdd have abolished the Court of Chancery 
no less than the Star Chamber. The Chancellor, 
after all, was a servant of the Crown holding his 
office at the pleasure of the King, and certainly 
capable, under the plea that he was promoting justice 
or equity, of destroying the certainty no less than 
the formalism of the common law. The parallel 
therefore between the position of the English 
puritans, or whigs, who, during the seventeenth 
century, opposed the arbitrary authority of the 
Coimcil, and the position of the Erench liberals who, 
under the Eestoration ( 1815 - 30 ), resisted the arbitrary 
authority of the Conseil d’Etai and the extension of 
droit administratif, is a close one. In each case, it 
may be added, the friends of freedom triumphed. 

The result, however, of this triumph was, it will 
be said, as regards the matter we are considering, 
markedly different. Parliament destroyed, and de- 
stroyed for ever, the arbitrary authority of the Star 
Chamber and of the Council, and did not suffer any 
system of administrative courts or of administrative 
law to be revived or developed in England. The 
Erench liberals, on the expulsion of the Bourbons, 
neither destroyed the tribunaux administratifs nor 
made a clean sweep of droit administratif. 

The difference is remarkable, yet any student who 
looks beyond names at things will find that even 
here an obvious difference conceals a curious element 
of fundamental resemblance. The Star Chamber was 
abolished; the arbitrary jurisdiction of the Council 
disappeared, but the judicial authority of the Chan- 
cellor was touched neither by the Long Parliament 
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nor by any of tbe Parliaments wbicb met yearly 
after tbe Ee volution of 1688. Tbe reasons for tbis 
difference are not bard to discover. Tbe law ad- 
ministered by tbe Lord Chancellor, or, in other words, 
Equity, bad in it originally an arbitrary or dis- 
cretionary element, but it in fact conferred real 
benefits upon tbe nation and was felt to be in many 
respects superior to tbe common law administered 
by tbe common-law Judges. Even before 1660 acute 
observers might note that Equity was growing into 
a system of fixed law. Equity, which originally 
meant tbe discretionary, not to say arbitrary inter- 
ference of tbe Chancellor, for tbe avowed and often 
real purpose of securing substantial justice between 
tbe parties in a given case, might, no doubt, have 
been so developed as to shelter and extend tbe 
despotic prerogative of tbe Crown. But tbis was 
not the course of development which Equity actually 
followed ; at any rate from tbe time of Lord 
Nottingham (1673) it was obvious that Equity was 
developing into a judicial system for tbe application 
of principles which, though different from those of 
tbe common law, were not less fixed. Tbe danger 
of Equity turning into tbe servant of despotism bad 
passed away, and Engbsb statesmen, many of them 
lawyers, were little likely to destroy a body of law 
which, if in one sense an anomaly, was productive of 
beneficial reforms. Tbe treatment of droit adminis- 
tratif in the nineteenth century by Frenchmen bears 
a marked resemblance to tbe treatment of Equity in 
tbe seventeenth century by Englishmen. Droit 
administratif has been tbe subject of much attack. 
More than one publicist of high reputation has 
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Partn. advocated its abolition, or bas wished to transfer to 
the ordinary or civil courts {tribunaux judidaires) 
the authority exercised by the administrative tri- 
bunals, but the assaults upon droit administratif 
have been repulsed, and the division between the 
spheres of the judicial and the spheres of the ad- 
ministrative tribunals has been maintained. Nor, 
again, is there much difficulty in seeing why this 
has happened. Droit administratif with all its 
pecuharities, and administrative tribunals with all 
their defects, have been suffered to exist because 
the system as a whole is felt by Frenchmen to 
be beneficial. Its severest critics concede that it 
has some great practical merits, and is suited to 
the spirit of French institutions. Meanwhile droit 
administratif has developed under ' the influence 
rather of lawyers than of politicians ; it has during 
the last half-century and more to a great extent 
divested itself of its arbitrary character, and is 
passing into a system of more or less fixed law ad- 
ministered by real tribunals ; administrative tribunals 
indeed still lack some of the qualities, such as com- 
plete independence of the Government, which English- 
men and many Frenchmen also think ought to 
belong to all courts, but these tribunals are cer- 
tainly very far indeed from being mere departments 
of the executive government. To any person versed 
in the judicial history of England, it would therefore 
appear to be possible, or even probable, that droit 
administratif may ultimately, under the guidance 
of lawyers, become, through a course of evolution, 
^ completely a branch, of the law of France (even 
if we use the word “ law ” in its very strictest sense) 
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as Equity has for more than two centuries become 
an acknowledged branch of the law of England. 

The annals of droit administratif during the 
nineteenth century elucidate again a point in the 
earlier history of English law which excites some 
perplexity in the mind of a student, namely, the 
rapidity with which the mere existence and working 
of law courts may create or extend a system of 
law. Any reader of the History of English Law 
by Pollock and Maitland may well be surprised at 
the rapidity with which the law of the King’s Court 
became the general or common law of the land. This 
legal revolution seems to have been the natural result 
of the vigorous exertion of judicial functions by a 
court of great authority. Nor can we feel certain 
that the end attained was deliberately aimed at. It 
may, in the main, have been the almost undesigned 
effect of two causes : the first is the disposition 
always exhibited by capable judges to refer the 
decision of particular cases to general principles, 
aud to be guided by precedent; the second is the 
tendency of inferior tribunals to follow the lead given 
by any court of great power and high dignity. 
Here, in short, we have one of the thousand illus- 
trations of the principle developed in M. Tarde’s 
Lois de VimitatioUy that the innate imitativeness of 
mankind explains the spread, first, throughout one 
country, and, lastly, throughout the civilised world, 
of any institution or habit on which success or any 
other circumstance has conferred prestige. It may 
still, however, be urged that the creation under 
judicial influence of a system of law is an achieve- 
ment which requires for its performance a consider- 


Cliapter 

XIL 


4tli Point. 
Rapid 
growth of 
case-law. 



384 


THE RULE OF LAW 


Partn. able length of time, and that the influence of the 
King’s Court in England in moulding the whole law 
of the country worked with incredible rapidity. It 
is certainly true that from the Norman Conquest to 
the accession of Edward 1. (1066-1272) is a period 
of not much over two centuries, and that by 1272 
the foundations of English law were firmly laid ; 
whilst if we date the organisation of our judicial 
system from the accession of Henry II. (1154), we 
might say that a great legal revolution was carried 
through in not much more than a century. It is at 
this point that the history of droit ad/ministratif 
helps the student of comparative law. 

One need not, however, be greatly astonished at 
rapidity in the development of legal principles and of 
legal procedure at a period when the moral influence 
or the imaginative impressiveness of powerful tribunals 
was much greater than during the later stages of human 
progress. In any case it is certain — and the fact is a 
most instructive one — that under the conditions of 
modern civilisation a whole body of legal rules and 
maxims, and a whole system of quasi-judicial pro- 
cedure, have in France grown up within not much 
more than a century. The expression “grown-up” 
is here deliberately used; the development of droit 
administratif between 1800 and 1908 resembles a 
natural process. It is as true of this branch of 
11 . Unlike- French law as of the English constitution that it 
1st Point. has not been made but has grown.” 
ministratif An intelligent student soon finds that droit 
Mentifled cidministratif contains rules as to the status, the 
and the duties of government officials. 
ofEngUnd. He therefore thinks he can identify it with the 
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laws, regulations, or customs which, in England Chapter 
determine the position of the servants of the Crown, 
or (leaving the army out of consideration) of the 
Civil Service. Such “ official law ” exists, though 
only to a limited extent, in England no less than 
in France, and it is of course possible to identify 
and compare this official law of the one country with 
the official law of the other. But further investiga- 
tion shows that official law thus understood, though 
it may form part of, is a very different thing from 
droit administratif. The law, by whatever name 
we term it, which regulates the privileges or dis- 
abilities of civil servants is the law of a class, just 
as military law is the law of a class, namely, the 
army. But droit administratif is not the law of 
a class, but — a very different thing — a body of law 
which, under given circumstances, may affect the 
rights of any French citizen, as for example, where 
an action is brought by A against X in the ordinary 
courts {tribunaux judiciawes), and the rights of the 
parties are found to depend on an administrative act 
\acte administratif), which must be interpreted by 
an administrative tribunal {tribunal administratif). 

In truth, droit administratif is not the law of the 
Civil Service, but is that part of French public law 
which affects every Frenchman in relation to the acts 
of the public administration as the representative of 
the State. The relation indeed of droit administratif 
to the ordinary law of France may be best compared 
not with the relation of the law governing a particu- 
leir class {o-g. military law) to the general law of 
England, but with the relation of Equity to the 
common law of England. The point of likeness. 
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administratif in France and Equity in England each 
constitute a body of law which differs from the 
ordinary law of the land, and under certain circum* 
stances modifies the ordinary civil rights of every 
citizen. 

When our student finds that droit administratif 
cannot be identified with the law of the Civil Service, 
he naturally enough imagines that it may be treated 
as the sum of all the laws which confer special powers 
and impose special duties upon the administration, 
or, in other words, which regulate the functions of 
the Government. Such laws, though they must 
exist in every country, have till recently been few 
in England, simply because in England the sphere of 
the State’s activity has, till within the last fifty or 
sixty years, been extremely limited. But even in 
England laws imposing special functions upon govern- 
ment officials have always existed, and the number 
thereof has of late vastly increased; to take one 
example among a score, the Factory legislation, which 
has grown up mainly during the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, has, with regard to the inspection 
and regulation of manufactories and workshops, given 
to the Government and its officials wide rights, and 
imposed upon them wide duties. If, then, droit 
administratif meant nothing more than the sum of 
all the laws which determine the functions of civil 
servants, droit administratif might be identified in 
its general character with the governmental law of 
England. The idea that such an identification is 
possible is encouraged by the wide definitions of droit 
administratif to be gathered from French works of 
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auttority,^ and by the vagueness with which English Chapter 
writers occasionally use the term “ administrative 
law.” But here, again, the attempted identification 
breaks down. Droit administratif, as it exists in 
France, is not the sum of the powers possessed or of 
the functions discharged by the administration ; it 
is rather the sum of the principles which govern the 
relation between French citizens, as individuals, and 
the administration as the representative of the State. 

Here we touch upon the fundamental difference be- 
tween English and French ideas. In England the 
powers of the Crown and its servants may from time 
to time be increased as they may also be diminis hed. 

But these powers, whatever they are, must be exer- 
cised in accordance with the ordinary common law 
principles which govern the relation of one English- 
man to another.* A factory inspector, for example, 
is possessed of peculiar powers conferred upon him by 
Act of Parliament ; but if in virtue of the orders of 
his superior officials he exceeds the authority given 
him by law, he becomes at once responsible for the 
wrong done, and cannot plead in his defence strict 
obedience to official orders, and, further, for the tort 
he has committed he becomes amenable to the ordinary 
courts. In France, on the other hand, whilst the 
powers placed in the hands of the administration 
might be diminished, it is always assumed that the 
relation of individual citizens to the State is regu- 

^ See Aucoc, Conferences sur V Administration et sur le Droit adminis- 
tratif (3rd ed., 1885), Intro., N® 6, p. 15 ; Hauriou, Precis de Droit 
administratif (Zrd ed., 1897), p. 242 ; (10th ed., 1921), p. 10 ; Laferri5re, 

Traite de la Juridiction administrative et des recours contentieux (2nd ed., 

1896), vol. i, bk. prelim., ch. i, pp. 1-8. 

® See p. 489, post 

S 
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Droit ad- 
ministratif 
not in 
reality 
introduced 
into law ot 
England. 


lated by principles difierent from those which govern 
the relation of one French citizen to another. Droit 
administratif, in short, rests upon ideas absolutely 
foreign to English law : the one, as I have already 
explained,^ is that the relation of individuals to the 
State is governed by principles essentially different 
from those rules of private law which govern the 
rights of private persons towards their neighbours; 
the other is that questions as to the application of 
these principles do not lie within the jurisdiction of 
the ordinary courts. This essential difference renders 
the identification of droit administratif with any 
branch of English law an impossibility. Hence in- 
quiries which rightly occupy French jurists, such, for 
example, as what is the proper definition of the con- 
tentieux administratif; what is the precise difference 
between actes de gestion and actes de puissance 
puhliqice, and generally, what are the boundaries 
between the jurisdiction of the ordinary courts 
[tribunaux judiciaires) and the jurisdiction of the 
administrative courts [trihunaux administratifs) have 
under English law no meaning. 

Has d/roit administratif been of recent years 
introduced in any sense into the law of England ? 

This is an inquiry which has been raised by 

writers of eminence,^ and which has caused some 

^ See p. 336, ante, 

* See Laferriere, Traite de la J uridiction administrative et des recours 
contentieux (2nd ed., 1896), vol. i, bk. prelim., oh, iv, pp. 97-106. To 
cite sucb enactments as the Public Authorities Protection Act, 1893, 
which did little more than generalise provisions to be found in many 
Acts extending from 1601 to 1900, as an example of the existence of 
administrative law in England, seemed to the author little more than 
playing with words. The Act assumes that every person may legally 
do the act which by law he is ordered to do. It also gives a person who 
acts in pursuance of hisTegal duty, e,g, under an Act of Parliament, 
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perplexity. We may give thereto a decided and 
negative reply 

The powers of the English Government have, dur- 
ing the last sixty years or so, been largely increased ; 
the State has undertaken many new functions, such, 
for example, as the regulation of labour under the 
Factory Acts, and the supervision of public educa- 
tion under the Education Acts. Nor is the import- 
ance of this extension of the activity of the State 
lessened by the consideration that its powers are in 
many cases exercised by local bodies, such, for ex- 
ample, as County Councils. But though the powers 
conferred on persons or bodies who directly or in- 
directly represent the State have been greatly increased 
in many directions, there has been no intentional 
introduction into the law of England of the essential 
principles of droit administratif. Any official who 
exceeds the authority given him by the law incurs 
the common law responsibility for his wrongful act ; 
he is amenable to the authority of the ordinary 
courts, and the ordinary courts have themselves 
jurisdiction to determine what is the extent of his 
legal power, and whether the orders under which he 
has acted were legal and valid. Hence the courts 
do in effect limit and interfere with the action of the 
“ administration,” using that word in its widest sense. 

special privileges as to the time within which an action must be brought 
against him for any wrong committed by him in the course of carrying 
out his duty, but it does not to the least extent provide that an order 
from a superior oflSlcial shall protect, e.g. a policeman, for any wrong 
done by him. There are instances in which no legal remedy can be 
obtained except against the actual wrong-doer for damage inflicted by 
the conduct of a servant of the Crown. These instances the author 
regarded as practically unimportant. See App. sec. i (6). 

^ Cf, Intro, pp. Ixxvi et seq, ; App. sec. i (1) and (2). 
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and exercised the right to tax the ratepayers for the 
support of a kind of education superior to the 
elementary teaching generally provided by School 
Boards ; the High Court of Justice has decided that 
such right does not exist. A year or two ago some 
officials, acting under the distinct orders of the Lords 
of the Admiralty, occupied some land alleged to 
belong to the Crown ; the title of the Crown being 
disputed, a court of law gave judgment against the 
officials as wrong-doers. In each of these cases nice 
and disputable points of law were raised, but no 
English lawyer, whatever his opinion of the judg- 
ments given by the court, has ever doubted that the 
High Court had jurisdiction to determine what were 
the rights of the School Board or of the Crown. 

Droit administratif, therefore, has obtained no 
foothold in England, but, as has been pointed out by 
some foreign critics, recent legislation has occasionally, 
and for particular purposes, given to officials some- 
thing like judicial authority. It is possible in such 
instances, which are rare, to see a slight approxima- 
tion to droit administratif, but the innovations, 
such as they are, have been suggested merely by 
considerations of practical convenience, and do not 
betray the least intention on the part of English 
statesmen to modify the essential principles of 
English law. There exists in England no true droit 
administratif 

An English lawyer, however, who has ascertained 
that no branch of English law corresponds with the 
administrative law of foreign countries must be on 
his guard against falling into the error that the droit 
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administratif of modern France is not “ law ” at all, 
in the sense in which that term is used in England, 
but is a mere name for maxims which guide the 
executive in the exercise if not of arbitrary yet of 
discretionary power. That this notion is erroneous 
will, I hope, be now clear to all my readers. But for 
its existence there is some excuse and even a certain 
amount of justification. 

The French Government does in fact exercise, 
especially as regards foreigners, a wide discretionary 
authority which is not under the control of any 
court whatever. For an act of State the Executive 
or its servants cannot be made amenable to the 
jurisdiction of any tribunal, whether judicial or 
administrative. Writers of high authority have 
differed^ indeed profoundly as to the definition of 
an act of State {acte de gmvernement).^ Where on 
a question of French law French jurists disagree, an 
English lawyer can form no opinion; he may be 
allowed, however, to conjecture that at times of dis- 
turbance a French Government can exercise discre- 
tionary powers without the dread of interference on 
the part of the ordinary courts, and that administra- 
tive tribunals, when they can interveiie, are likely to 
favour that interpretation of the term act of State 
which supports the authority of the Executive. 
However this may be, the possession by the French 
Executive of large prerogatives is apt, in the mind of 

^ See p. 346, ante. 

^ Compare Laferriere, op. cit. (2nd ed., 1896), vol. ii, bk. iv, oh. ii, 
p. 32, and Haurion, Precis de Droit administratif (3rd ed., 1897), 
pp. 282-287, (10th ed., 1921), pp. 431-436, with Jacqnelin, Les principes 
dominants du Contentieux administratif (1899), part ii, tit. ii, ch. iii, 
pp. 297-326. 
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the administrative law enforced by courts composed, 
in part at any rate, of officials. 

The restrictions, again, placed by French law on 
the jurisdiction of the ordinary courts (trihuwmx 
judiciaires) whereby they are prevented from inter- 
fering with the action of the Executive and its 
servants, seem to an Englishman accustomed to a 
system under which the courts of law determine the 
limits of their own jurisdiction, to be much the same 
thing as the relegating of all matters in which the 
authority of the State is concerned to the discretion 
of the Executive. This notion is erroneous, but it 
has been fostered by a circumstance which may be 
termed accidental. The nature and the very exist- 
ence of d/roit administratifh.as been first revealed to 
many Englishmen, as certainly to the present writer, 
through the writings of Alexis de Tocqueville, whose 
works have exerted, in the England of the nineteenth 
century, an infiuence equal to the authority exerted 
by the works of Montesquieu in the England of 
the eighteenth century. Now de Tocqueville by his 
own admission knew little or nothing of th.e actual 
working of droit administratif in his own day.^ He 
no doubt in his later years increased his knowledge, 
but to the end of his life he looked upon droit 
administratif, not as a practising lawyer but as the 
historian of the anden regime, and even as an 
historian he studied the subject JEcom a very peculiar 
point of view, for the aim of U Anden It^ime et la 
Revoliction is to establish the doctrine that the 
institutions of modern France are in many respects 

^ de Tocqueville, (Euvres wnvjfiiiM (14th ed., 1864), vol. vii (Corre- 
spondanoe), p. 66. 
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in spirit tlie same as tlie institutions of the ancient 
monarchy ; and de Tocqueville, moved by the desire 
to maintain a theory of history which in his time 
sounded like a paradox, but, owing greatly to his 
labours, has now become a generally accepted truth, 
was inclined to exaggerate the similarity between 
the France of the Revolution, the Empire, or the 
Republic, and the France of the cmcien T^gime. 
Nowhere is this tendency more obvious than in his 
treatment of droit administratif. He demonstrates 
that the ideas on which droit administrate is based 
had been accepted by French lawyers and statesmen 
long before 1789 ; he notes the arbitrariness of 
droit administratif under the monarchy; he not 
only insists upon but deplores the connection under 
the ancien rdgime between the action of the Execu- 
tive and the administration of justice, and he 
certainly suggests that the droit administratif of 
the nineteenth century was all but as closely con- 
nected with the exercise of arbitrary power as was 
the droit administratif of the seventeenth or the 
eighteenth century. 

He did not recognise the change in the character 
of droit administratif which was quietly taking 
place in his own day. He could not by any possi- 
bility anticipate the reforms which have occurred 
during the lapse of well-nigh half a century siuce his 
death. What wonder that English lawyers who first 
gained their knowledge of French institutions from 
de Tocqueville should fail to take full account of that 
judiciahsation (jurididionnalisation) of administrative 
law which is one of the most surprising and noteworthy 
phenomena in the legal history of France. 
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Buie of 
law — its 
merits. 


It is not uninstractive to compare the merits and 
defects, on the one hand, of onr English rule of law, 
and, on the other, of French droit administratif.^ 

Our rigid rule of law has immense and un- 
deniable merits. Individual freedom is thereby 
more thoroughly protected in England against 
oppression by the government than in any other 
European country ; the Habeas Corpus Acts ® pro- 
tect the liberty no less of foreigners than of British 
subjects ; martial law ^ itself is reduced within the 


narrowest limits, and subjected to the supervision 
of the courts ; an extension of judicial power which 
sets at nought the dogma of the separation of 
powers, happily combined with judicial indepen- 
dence, has begotten reverence for the bench of 


judges. They, rather than the government, repre- 
sent the august dignity of the State, or, in accordance 


with the terminology of Enghsh law, of the Crown. 
Trial by jury is open to much criticism ; a dis- 


tinguished French thinker may be right in holding 
that the habit of submitting difficult problems of 
fact to the decision of twelve men of not more than 


average education and intelligence will in the near 
future be considered an absurdity as patent as ordeal 
by battle. Its success in England is wholly due to, and 
is the most extraordinary sign of, popular confidence 
in the judicial bench. A judge is the colleague and 
the readily accepted guide of the jurors. The House 
of Commons shows the feeling of the electors, and 
has handed over to the High Court of Justice the 


^ See especially Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 
1938), pp. 210 et seq, 

^ See p. 216, ante. 3 


See p. 284, ante. 
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trial of election petitions. Wh.en rare occasions 
arise, as at SheflBeld in 1866, wliicli demand inquiries 
of an exceptional character wMch hardly be 
effected by the regular procedure of the courts, , it 
is to selected members of the bench that the nation 
turns for aid. In the bitter disputes which occur in 
the conflicts between capital and labour, employers 
and workmen alike will often submit their differences 
to the arbitration of men who have been judges of the 
High Court. Reverence, in short, for the supremacy of 
the law is seen in its very best aspect when we recog- 
nise it as being in England at once the cause and the 
effect of reverence for our judges. 

The blessings, however, conferred upon the nation 
by the rule of law are balanced by undeniable, though 
less obvious, evils. Courts cannot without consider- 
able danger be turned into instruments of government. 
It is not the end for which they are created ; it is a 
purpose for which they are ill suited at any period 
or in any country where history has not produced 
veneration for the law and for the law courts.^ 
Respect for law, moreover, easily degenerates into 
legalism which from its very rigidity may work con- 
siderable injury to the nation. Thus the refusal to 
look upon an agent or servant of the State as standing, 
from a legal point of view, in a different position from 
the servant of any other employer, or as placed under 
obligations or entitled to immunities different from 
those imposed upon or granted to an ordinary citizen, 
has certainly saved England from the development of 

^ In times of revolutionary passion trial by jury cannot secure 
respect for justice. The worst iniquities committed by Jeffreys at 
the Bloody Assize would have been impossible, had he not found 
willing accomplices in the jurors and freeholders of the western 
eounties. 
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also in more ways than one been injurious to the 
public service. 

The law, for instance, has assuredly been slow to 
recognise the fact that violations of duty by public 
ofBcials may have an importance and deserve a 
punishment far greater than the same conduct on 
the part of an agent of an ordinary employer. Some 
years ago a copyist in a public office betrayed to the 
newspapers a diplomatic document of the highest 
importance. Imagination can hardly picture a more 
flagrant breach of duty, but there then apparently 
existed no available means for punishing the culprit. 
If it could have been proved that he had taken from 
the office tbe paper on which the communication of 
state was written, he might conceivably have been 
put on trial for larceny.^ But a prisoner put on 
trial for a crime of which he was in fact morally 
innocent, because the gross moral offence of which he 
was really guilty was not a crime, might have counted 
on an acquittal. Tbe Official Secrets Act, 1889,® now, 
it is true, renders the particular offence,' which could 
not be punished in 1878, a misdemeanour, but the 
Act, after the manner of English legislation, does not 
establish the general principle that an official breach 
of trust is a crime. It is therefore more than possible 
that derelictions of duty on the part of public servants 
which in some foreign countries would be severely 
punished may still in England expose the wrong-doer 
to no legal punishment. 

^ See Annual Segiater, 1878, Chronicle, pp. 71, 72, 

* See now Official Secrets Acts, 1911 and 1920. See especially s. 2 
of the former Act and App. sec. ii (B), pp. 681, 582. 
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Nor is it at all wHolly a benefit to the public that Chapter 
honajide obedience to the orders of superiors is not a 
defence available to a subordinate who, in the discharge 
of his functions as a government oflSicer, has invaded 
the legal rights of the humblest individual, or that 
officials are, like everybody else, accountable for their 
conduct to an ordinary court of law, and to a court, 
be it noted, where the verdict is given by a jury. 

In this point of view few things are more instructive 
than an examination of the actions which have been 
brought against officers of the Board of Trade for 
detaining ships about to proceed to sea. Under the 
Merchant Shipping Acts since 1876 the Board have 
been and are bound to detain any ship which from its 
unsafe and unseaworthy condition cannot proceed to 
sea without serious danger to human life.^ Most 
persons would suppose that the officials of the Board, 
as long as they, hona jide, and without malice or 
corrupt motive, endeavoured to carry out the pro- 
visions of the statute, would be safe from an action 
at the hands of a shipowner. This, however, is not 
so. The Board and its officers have more than once 
been sued with success.^ They have never been 
accused of either malice or negligence, but the mere 
fact that the Board act in an administrative capacity 
is not a protection to the Board, nor is mere obedience 
to the orders of the Board an answer to an action 
against its servants. Any deviation, moreover, from 
the exact terms of the Acts — the omission of the most 
unmeaning fornxality — ^may make every person, high 

^ Merchant Shipping Act, 1894, s. 459. 

^ See ibid,, s. 460, and Thompson v. Farrer (1882) 9 Q.B.D. 372 ; 
cf. Marshall Shipping Co, v. Board of Trade [1923] 2 K.B. 343. 
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and low, concerned in tte detention of tlie ship, a 
wrong-doer. The question, on the answer to which 
the decision in each instance at bottom depends, is 
whether there was reasonable cause for detaining the 
vessel, and this inquiry is determined by jurymen who 
sympathise more keenly with the losses of a ship- 
owner, whose ship may have been unjustly detained, 
than with the zeal of an inspector anxious to perform' 
his duty and to prevent loss of life. The result 
has (it is said) been to render the provisions of 
the Merchant Shipping Acts, with regard to the 
detention of unseaworthy ships, nugatory. Juries are 
often biassed against the Government.- A technical 
question is referred for decision, from persons who 
know something about the subject, and are impartial, 
to persons who are both ignorant and prejudiced. 
The government, moreover, which has no concern but 
the public interest, is placed in the false position of a 
litigant fighting for his own advantage. These things 
ought to be noticed, for they explain, if they do not 
justify, the tenacity with which statesmen, as partial 
as de Tocqueville to English ideas of government, have 
clung to tke conviction that administrative questions 
ougkt to be referred to administrative courts. 

The merits of administrative law as represented by 
modem French droit administratif, that is, when 
seen at its very best, escape the attention, and do not 
receive the due appreciation of English constitution- 
alists.^ No jurist can fail to admire tke . skill with 
which the Conseil d’Etat, the authority and the 
jurisdiction whereof as an administrative court year 
by year receives extension, has worked out new 

^ One, and not the least of them, is that access to the GanseU d’Etai 
as an administrative court is both easy and inexpensive. 
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remedies for various abuses wbicb would appear to be 
hardly touched by the ordinary law of the land. The 
Ccmseil, for instance, has created and extended the 
power of almost any individual to attack, and cause 
to be annulled, any act, done by any administrative 
authority (using the term in a very wide sense) which 
is in excess of the legal power given to the person or 
body from whom the act emanates. Thus an order 
issued by a prefect or a by-law made by a corporation 
which is in excess of the legal power of the prefect or 
of the corporate body may, on the application of a 
plaintiff who has any interest in the matter whatever, 
be absolutely set aside or aimulled for the benefit not 
only of the plaintiff, but* of all the world, and this 
even though he has not himself suffered, from the act 
complained of, any pecuniary loss or darpiage. The 
ingenious distinction ^ again, which has been more and 

^ Freach law draws an important distinction between an injury 
caused to a private individual by act of the administration or govern- 
ment which is in excess of its powers (faute de service)^ though duly 
carried out, or at any rate, carried out without any gross fault on the 
part of a subordinate functionary, e.g. a policeman acting in pursuance 
of oflftcial orders, and injury caused to a private individual by the 
negligent or malicious manner (JauU personnelle) in which such sub- 
ordinate functionary carries out official orders which may be perfectly 
lawful. In the first case the policeman incurs no liability at all, and 
the party aggrieved must proceed in some form or other against the 
State in the tribunaux administratifs ; in the second case the policeman 
is personally liable, and the party aggrieved must proceed against him 
in the tribunaux civUs (see Hauriou, Precis de Droit administratii (3rd 
ed., 1897), pp. 170, 171 ; (10th ed., 1921), pp. 366-380 ; Lafern^re, 
TraiU de la Juridiction administrative et des recours contentieux (2nd ed., 
1896), vol. i, bk. iii, ch. vii, p. 662), and apparently cannot proceed 
against the State. 

French authorities differ as to what is the precise criterion by 
which to distinguish a faute personnelle from a faute de service, and 
show a tendency to hold that there is no faute personnelle on the part, 
e.g*, of a policeman, when he has bova fide attempted to carry out his 
official duty. See Duguit, UEtat, les gouvemavls et les agents (1903), 
ch. V, para. 11, pp. 638-640 ; Traite de Droit constitutionnel (2nd ed,, 
vol. iii, 1923), ch. iv, para. 72, pp. 262-296 ; cf. App. sec. i (4), p. 500. 
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between damage resulting from the personal fault 
(faute per sonnelle), e.g. spite, violence, or negligence 
of an official, e.g. a prefect or a mayor, in the carrying 
out of official orders, and the damage resulting, with- 
out any fault on the part of the official, from the 
carrying out of official orders, illegal or wrongful in 
themselves {faute de service), has of recent years 
afforded a valuable remedy to persons who have 
suffered from, the misuse of official power, and has also, 
from one point of view, extended or secured the 
responsibility of officials — a responsibility enforceable 
in the ordinary courts — ^for wrongful conduct, which 
is in strictness attributable’ to their personal action. 
And in no respect does this judge-made law of the 
Conseil appear to more advantage than in cases, 
mostly I conceive of comparatively recent date, in 
which individuals have obtained compensation for 
governmental action, which might possibly be con- 
sidered of technical legality, but which involves in 
reality the illegitimate use of power conferred upon 
the government or some governmental body for one 
object, but in truth used for some end different from 
that contemplated by the law. One example explains 
my meaning. The State in 1872 had, as it still has, 
a monopoly of matches. To the government was 
given by law the power of acquiring existing match 
factories under some form of compulsory purchase. 
It occurred to some ingenious minister that the fewer 
factories there were left open for sale, the less would 
be the purchase-money which the State would need to 
pay. A prefect, the direct servant of the govern- 
ment, had power to close factories on sanitary grounds. 
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Under the orders of the minister he closed a factory Chapter 
belonging to A, nominally on sanitary grounds, but in 
reality to lessen the number of match factories which 
the State, in the maintenance of its monopoly, would 
require to purchase. There was no personal fault 
on the part of the prefect. No action could with 
success be maintained against him in the judicial 
courts, nor, we may add, in the administrative 
courts.® A, however, attacked the act itself before 
the Conseil d’Etat, and got the order of the prefect 
annulled,® and ultimately obtained, through the 
Conseil d'Etat, damages from the State of over 
^2000 for the illegal closing of the factory, and this 
in addition to the purchase-money received from the 
State for taking possession of the factory.® 

No Englishman can wonder that the jurisdiction of Defects, 
the Conseil d’Etat, as the greatest of administrative 
courts, grows apace ; the extension of its power 
removes, as did at one time the growth of Equity in 
England, real grievances, and meets the need of the 
ordinary citizen. Yet to an Englishman imbued with 
an unshakeable faith in the importance of maintaioing 
the supremacy of the ordinary law of the land enforced 
by the ordinary law courts, the d/roit administratif of 
modem France is open to some grave criticism. 

The high and increasing authority of the Conseil 
d’Etca must detract, he surmises, from the dignity 
and respect of the judicial courts. “ The more there 
is of the more, the less there is of the less ” is a 
Spanish proverb of profound wisdom and wide apph- 

^ Dalloz, Recueil piriodique et critique de Jurisprudence, de Ligisla- 
tion et de Doctrine, Gass. Grim., 6 Maxs, 1875 ; D. 1876.1.495. 

2 Dalloz, op. cit., Trib. de Gonftits, 5 Mai, 1877 ; D. 1878.3.13. 

3 Dalloz, op. 4 D&jembre, 1879; D. 1880.3.41. 
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when the judicial power of the Chancellor, bound up 
as it was with the prerogative of the Crown, might 
have overshadowed the courts of law, which have 
protected the hereditary liberties of England and the 
personal freedom of Englishmen. It is difficult not 
to suppose that the extension of the ConseiVs 
jurisdiction, beneficial as may be its direct effects, 
may depress the authority of the judicial tribunals. 
More than one writer, who ought to represent the 
ideas of educated Frenchmen, makes the suggestion 
that if the members of the Conseil d'Etat lack that 
absolute security of tenure which is universally ac- 
knowledged to be the best guarantee of judicial 
independence, yet irremovable judges, who, though 
they may defy dismissal, are tormented by the 
constant longing for advancement,^ are not more 
independent of the Government at whose hands they 
expect promotion than are members of the Conseil 
d’Etat who, if legally removable, are by force of 
custom hardly ever removed from their high position. 
Trial by jury, we are told, is a joke, and, as far as 
the interests of the public are concerned, a very bad 
joke.® Prosecutors and criminals alike prefer the 
Tribunaux Correctionnels, where a jury is unknown, to 
the Cours d’ Assises, where a judge presides and a jury 
gives a verdict. The prosecutor knows that in the 
Tribunattx Correctionnels proved guilt will lead to con- 
demnation. The criminal knows that though in the 
inferior court he may lose the chance of acquittal 
by good-natured or sentimental jurymen, he also 

^ See Chardon, L’ Administration de la France — Les fonctionnaires 
(1908), pp. 326-328. * Ibid. 
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avoids the possibility of undergoing severe punish- 
ment. Two facts are certain. In 1881 the judges 
were deprived of the right of charging the jury. 
Year by year the number of causes tried in the Cours 
d* Assises decreases. Add to this that the procedure of 
the judicial courts, whether civil or criminal, is anti- 
quated and cumbrous. The procedure in the great 
administrative cornet is modelled on modem ideas, is 
simple, cheap, and effective. The Cour de Cassation 
still commands respect. The other judicial courts, one 
can hardly doubt, have sunk in popular estimation. 
Their members neither exercise the power nor enjoy 
the moral authority of the judges of the TTi gb Court. 

It is difficult, further, for an 'Rngliabma.n to believe 
that, at any rate where politics are concerned, the 
administrative courts can from their very nature 
give that amount of protection to individual freedom 
which is secured to every English citizen, and 
indeed to every foreigner residing in England. 
However this may be, it is certain that the dis- 
tinction between ordinary law and administrative 
law (taken together with the doctrine of the separation 
of powers, at any rate as hitherto interpreted by French 
jurists), implies the general belief that the agents of 
the government need, when acting in hona fide dis- 
charge of their official duties, protection from the con- 
trol of the ordinary law courts. That this is so is 
proved by more than one fact. The desire to protect 
servants of the State has dictated the enactment of the 
Code Pdnal, Article 114. This desire kept alive for 
seventy years Article 75 of the Constitution of the 
Year VIII. It influenced even the men by whom that 
Article was repealed, for the repeal itself is expressed 
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Eart n. in words wMch imply tlie intention of providing some 
special protection for the agents of the government. 
It influenced the decisions which more or less nulli- 
fied the effect of the law of 19th December, 1870, 
which was at first supposed to make the judicial 
courts the sole judges of the liability of civil servants 
to suffer punishment or make compensation for acts 
of dubious legality done in the performance of their 
official duties. Oddly enough, the success with which 
administrative courts bave extended the right of 
private persons to obtain damages from the State 
itself for illegal or injurious acts done by its servants, 
seems, as an English critic must think, to supply a 
new form of protection for the agents of the govern- 
ment when acting in obedience to orders. There 
surely can be little inducement to take proceedings 
against a subordinate, whose guilt consists merely in 
carrying out a wrongful or illegal order, given him 
by his official superior, if the person damaged can 
obtain compensation from the government, or, in 
other words, from the State itself.^ But turn the 
matter which way you will, the personal immunities 
of officials who take part, though without other fault 
of their own, in any breach of the law, though con- 
sistent even with the modem droit administratif 
of France, are inconsistent with the ideas which 

^ Compare the extended protection offered to every servant of the 
State by the doctrine, suggested by at least one good authority, that he 
cannot be held personally responsible for any 'wrong (Jaute) committed 
whilst he is acting in the spirit of his official duty. “ Si, m ejfet, U 
“ fonetiontiaire a agi dans F esprit de sa fonetion, c'est-drdire en poursuivant 
“ effectivement le bvt qu'avait VEtat en itablissant cette fonetion, il ne peut 
“ &re responsdble ni vis-&-vis de TEtat, ni vis-d-vis des partievliers, alors 
** frUme qtFU ait commis une favieF — ^Duguit, HEtat, les gouvemants et 
lesagenU (1903), ch. v, para. 11. p. 638. 
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underlie tlie common law of England. This essential 
opposition has been admirably expressed by a French 
jurist of eminence. 

“Under every legal system,” writes Hauriou, 
“ the right to proceed against a servant of the govern- 
“ ment for wrongs done to individuals in his official 
“ capacity exists in some form or other ; the right 
corresponds to the instinctive impulse felt by every 
“ victim of a legal wrong to seek compensation from 
“the immediately visible wrong-doer. But on this 
“ point the laws of different countries obey utterly 
“ different tendencies. There are countries [such, for 
“ example, as England or the United States] where 
“ every effort is made to shelter the liability of the 
“ State behind the personal responsibility of its 
“servant. There are other countries where every 
“ effort is made to cover the responsibility of the 
“servant of the State behind the liability of the 
“ State itself, to protect him against, and to save bim 
“ from, the painful consequences of faults committed 
“ in the service of the State. The laws of centralised 
“ countries, and notably the law of France, are of this 
“ type. There you will find what is called the pro- 
“ tection of officials ” igarard/ie des fonctionnaires).^ 

^ principe est admis par toutes lea legialationSy la poursuite du 
fonctionnaire existe partout, d'autant qy^elU repond d un mouvement 
“ inatinctif qui eat, pour la victime d^un mefait, de a"en prendre d V auteur 
“ immddiatement viaihle, Mais lea ligialationa dbiiaaent d deux tendancea 
“ bien oppoaeea : il en eat qui a^efforcent d^ahriterV Eiat derrilre lefonction- 
“ naire, il en eat d'autrea, au contraire, qui a^efforcent de faire couvrir le 
fonctionnaire par VEtat, de le proteger^ de le raaaurer centre lea con- 
“ aequencea fdcheuaea de aea erreura. Lea legialationa dea paya centraliaea 
“ et notamment cdle de la France aont de ce dernier type ; U y a ce que 
“Z’ow appdle une garantie des fonctioimaires.” — ^Hauriou, Pricia de 
Droit adminiairatif (3rd ed., 1897), pp. 170, 171 ; (10th ed., 1921), 
pp. 366<380. 
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RELATION BETWEEN PARLIAMENTARY SOVEREIGNTY 
AND THE RULE OF LAW 

The sovereignty of Parliament and the supremacy of 
the law of the land — ^the two principles which per- 
vade the whole of the English constitution — ^may 
appear to stand in opposition to each other, or to be 
at best only counterbalancing forces. But this ap- 
pearance is delusive ; the sovereignty of Parliament, 
as contrasted with other forms of sovereign power, 
favours the supremacy of the law, whilst the predomi- 
nance of' rigid legality throughout our institutions 
evokes the exercise, and thus increases the authority, 
of Parliamentary sovereignty. 

The sovereignty of Parliament favours the suprem- 
acy of the law of the land. ^ 

That this should be so arises in the main from two 

^ Compare The Law and ihe Constitution (2n(i ed., 1938), pp. 66 
e< sej. Jennings suggests that legislation need not be deliberate, e.g. 
Defence of the Realm 'Acts. The provisions of the Parliament Act, 
1911, as to Money Bills, reduce the function of the House of Lords to 
that of a rubber stamp. See too the Provisional CoUection of Taxes 
Act, 1913. The difficulty in accepting Dicey’s argument bes in the 
fact that parbamentary supremacy is a* legal rule. Ho’w then can the 
lav bmit it ? Cases "where it does appear to be limited are governed 
by convention, not law recognised by courts, e.g. s. 4 of Statute of 
Westminster, 1931. See Intro, pp. xlviii et seq., ante. — ^Ed. 
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characteristics or peculiarities which distinguish the Chapter 
English Parliament from other sovereign powers. 

The first of these characteristics is that the com- 
mands of Parliament (consisting as it does of the- 
Crown, the House of Lords, and the House of Com- 
mons) can be uttered only through the combined 
action of its three' constituent parts, and must, there- 
fore always take the shape of formal and deliberate 
legislation. The will of Parliament ^ can be expressed 
only through an Act of Parliament. 

This is no mere matter of form ; it has most 
important practical effects. It prevents those inroads' 
upon the law of the land which a despotic -monarch, 
such as Louis XIV., Napoleon I., or Napoleon III.; 
might effect by ordinances or decrees, or which the 
different constituent assemblies of France, and above 
all the famous Convention, carried out by sudden' 
resolutions. The principle that Parliament speaks 
only through an Act of Parliament greatly increases' 
the authority of the judges. A Bill which has passed 
into a statute immediately becomes subject to judicial 
interpretation, and the English Bench have always 
refused, in principle at least, to interpret an Act of 
Parliament otherwise than by reference to the words 
of the enactment. An English judge will take no 
notice of the resolutions of either House, of anything 
which may have passed in debate (a matter of which 

^ In the author’s opinion a strong, if not the strongest, argument in 
favour of the so-called “ bi-cameral ” system, was to be found in the 
consideration that the co-existence of two legislative chambers prevented 
the confusion of resolutions passed by either House with laws, and thus 
checked the substitution of the arbitrary will of an assembly for the 
supremacy of the ordinary law of the land. To appreciate the force of 
this argument the history, not only of the French Convention but also 
of the English Long Parliament, had to be considered.^ 
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Part n. officially he has no cognisance), or even of the changes 
which a Bill may have undergone between the moment 
of its first introduction to Parliament and of its 
receiving the Eoyal assent. All this, which seems 
natural enough to an English lawyer, would greatly 
surprise many foreign legists, and no doubt often does 
give a certain narrowness to the judicial construction 
of statutes. It contributes greatly, however, both (as 
I have already pointed out) to the authority of the 
judges and to the fixity of the law.^ 

The second of these characteristics is that the 
English Parliament as such has never, except at 
periods of revolution, exercised direct executive 
power or appointed the officials of the executive 
government. * 

No doubt in modem times the House of Commons 
has in substance obtained the right to designate for 
appointment the Prime Minister and the other mem- 
bers of the Cabinet. But this right is, historically 
speaking, of recent acquisition, and is exercised in a 
very roundabout manner ; its existence does not afifect 
the truth of the assertion that the Houses of Parlia- 

^ The principle that the sovereign legislature can express its com- 
mands only in the particular form of an Act of Parliament originates 
in historical causes ; it is due to the fact that an Act of Parliament was 
once in reality, as it still is in form, a law enacted by the !King by and 
with the advice and consent of the Lords and Commons in Parliament 
assembled. 

* But it may be questioned whether any legislature could conduct 
administration. The feature of British parliamentary democracy is 
that the legislature is guided by the same Ministers as are controlling 
the administration. This does not depend upon the rule of law, but 
it produces the result that Ministers can be reasonably sure of Parlia- 
ment enacting any changes in the law which they propose, while at 
the same time Ministers answer for the acts of themselves and the 
ofBcials of their Departments. It is the electorate which forces a 
change of Minister? by its verdict at the polls. — Ed. 
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ment do not directly appoint or dismiss the servants Chapter 
of the State ; neither the House of Lords nor the 
House of Commons, nor both Houses combined, could 
even now issue a direct order to a military ofBcer, a 
constable, or a tax-collector; the servants of the 
State are still in name what they once were in 
reality — “ servants of the Crown ” ; and, what is 
worth careful notice, the attitude of Parliament 
towards government ofl&cials was determined origin- 
ally, and is still regulated, by considerations and 
feelings belonging to a time when the “servants of 
the Crown ” were dependent upon the King, that is, 
upon a power which naturally excited the jealousy' 
and vigilance of Parliament. 

' Hence several results all indirectly tending to 
support the supremacy of the law. Parliament, 
though sovereign, unlike a sovereign monarch who is 
not only a legislator but a ruler, that is, head of the 
executive government, has never hitherto been able 
to use the powers of the government as a means of 
interfering with the regular course of law ; ^ and what 
is even more important. Parliament has looked with 
disfavour and jealousy on all exemptions of of&cials 
from the ordinary liabilities of citizens or from the 
jurisdiction of the ordinary courts ; Parliamentary 
sovereignty has been fatal to the growth of ad- 
ministrative law.” ® The action, lastly, of Parliament 
has tended as naturally to protect the independence 

1 Contrast with this the way in which, even towards the end of the 

eighteenth oentury.EVenoh Kings interfered with the aotionofthecourts. 

2 Administrative law is now recognised as the creation of Parliament. 

The inverted commas show the.t the author is referring here, as always, 
to his owii conception of droit adminisiratif as applied to conditions in 
England. — En. 
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of tlie judges, as that of other sovereigns to protect 
the conduct of officials. It is worth notice that 
Parliamentary care for judicial independence has, 
in fact, stopped just at that point where on a priori 
grounds it might be expected to end. The judges 
are not in strictness irremovable; they can be re- 
moved from office on an address of the two Houses ; 
they have been made by Parliament independent 
of every power in the State except the Houses of 
Parliament, 

The idea may suggest itself to a reader that the 
characteristics or peculiarities of the English, Parlia- 
ment on which I have just dwelt must now be 
common to most of the representative assemblies- 
which exist in continental Europe. The French 
Parliament (Chamber and Senate) bears a consider- 
able external resemblance to our own Parliament. 
It is influenced, however, by a different spirit ; it is 
the heir, in more ways than one, of the Bourbon 
Monarchy and the Napoleonic Empire. It is appar- 
ently, though on this point a foreigner must speak 
with hesitation, inclined to interfere in the details of 
administration. It does not look with special favour 
on the independence or authority of the ordinary 
judges. It shows no disapprobation of the system of 
droit administratif which Frenchmen — very likely 
with truth — regard as an institution suited to their 
country, and it certainly leaves in the hands of the 
government wider executive and even legislative 
powers than the English Parliament has ever conceded 
either to the Crown or to its servants. What is true 
of Prance is true under a different form of many other 
continental states, such, for example, as Switzerland 
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or Prussia. The sovereignty of Parliament as 
developed in England supports the supremacy of 
the law. But this is certainly not true of all the 
countries which enjoy representative or Parliamentary 
government. 

The supremacy of the law necessitates the exercise 
of Parliamentary sovereignty. 

The rigidity of the law constantly hampers (and 
sometimes with great injury to the public) the action 
of the executive, and from the hard-and-fast rules of 
strict law, as interpreted by the judges, the govern- 
ment can escape only by obtaining from Parliament 
the discretionary authority which is denied to the 
Crown by the law of the land. Note with care the 
way in which the necessity for discretionary powers 
brings about the recourse to exceptional legislation. 
Under the complex conditions of modern life no 
government can in times of disorder, or of war, 
keep the peace at home, or perform its duties towards 
foreign powers, without occasional use of arbitrary 
authority. During periods, for instance, of social 
disturbance you need not only to punish conspirators, 
but also to arrest men who are reasonably suspected 
of conspiracy ; foreign revolutionists are known to be 
spreading sedition throughout the land ; order can 
hardly be maintained unless the executive can expel 
aliens. When two foreign nations are at war, or 
when civil contests divide a friendly country into two 
hostile camps, it is impossible for England to perform 
her duties as a neutral unless the Crown has legal 
authority to put a summary check to the attempts 
of English sympathisers to help one or other of the 
belligerents. Foreign nations, again, feel aggrieved if 
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Part II. they are prevented from punishing theft and homicide, 
— ^if, in short, their whole criminal law is weakened 
because every scoundrel can ensure impunity for his 
crimes by an escape to England. But this result 
must inevitably ensue if the English executive has 
no authority to surrender French or German offenders 
to the government of France or of Germany, The 
English executive needs therefore the right to 
exercise discretionary powers, but the Courts must 
prevent, and will prevent at any rate where personal 
liberty is concerned, the exercise by the government 
of any sort of discretionary power. The Crown 
caimot, except under statute, expel from England 
any alien ^ whatever, even though he were a murderer 
who, after slaughtering a whole family at Boulogne, 
had on the very day crossed red-handed to Dover. 
The executive therefore must ask for, and always 
obtains, aid from Parliament. An Aliens Act 
enables the Ministry to expel any foreigner from the 
country ; a Foreign Enlistment Act makes it possible 
for the Ministry to check intervention in foreign 
contests or the supply of arms to foreign belligerents. 
Extradition Acts empower the government at the 
same time to prevent England from becoming a 
city of refuge for foreign criminals, and to co-operate 
with foreign states in that general repression of 
crime in which the whole eiviKsed world has an 
interest. Nor have we yet exhausted the instances 
in which the rigidity of the law necessitates the 
intervention of Parliament. There are times of 
tumult or invasion when for the sake of legality itself 
the rules of law must be broken. The course which 

^ See, however, p. 225, note 1, ante. 
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tte government must then take is clear. The Ministry Chapter 
must break the law and trust for protection to an Act 
of Indemnity. A statute of this kind is (as already 
pointed out the last and supreme exercise of Parlia- 
mentary sovereignty. It legalises illegality ; it affords 
the practical solution of the problem which perplexed 
the statesmanship of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, how to combine the maintenance of law and 
the authority of the Houses of Parliament with the 
free exercise of that kind of discretionary power or 
prerogative which, under some shape or other, must at 
critical junctures be wielded by the executive govern- 
ment of every civilised country. 

This solution may be thought by some critics a 
merely formal one, or at best only a substitution of 
the despotism of Parliament for the prerogative of the 
Crown. But this idea is erroneous. The fact that 
the most arbitrary powers of the English executive 
must always be exercised under Act of Parliament 
places the government, even when armed with the 
widest authority, under the supervision, so to speak, 
of the courts. Powers, however extraordinary, which 
are conferred or sanctioned by statute, are never really 
unlimited, for they are confined by the words of the 
Act itself, and, what is more, by the interpretation 
put upon the statute by the judges. Parliament is 
supreme legislator, but from the moment Parliament 
has uttered its will as lawgiver, that will becomes 
subject to the interpretation put upon it by the 
judges of the land, and the judges, who are influenced 
by the feelings of magistrates no less than by the 
general spirit of the common law, are disposed to 
^ See pp. 49, 50, 232-237, anU. 
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Paxtii. construe statutory exceptions to common law prin- 
ciples in a mode whicli would not commend itself 
either to a body of officials, or to the Houses of 
Parliament, if the Houses were called upon to in- 
terpret their own enactments. In foreign countries, 
and especially in France, administrative ideas — 
notions derived from the traditions of a despotic 
monarchy — have restricted the authority and to a 
certain extent influenced the ideas of the judges. In 
England judicial notions have modified the action and 
influenced the ideas of the executive government. By 
every path we come round to the same conclusion, 
that Parliamentary sovereignty has favoured the rule 
of law, and that the supremacy of the law of the 
land both calls forth the exertion of Parliamentary 
sovereignty, and leads to its being exercised in a 
spirit of legality. 
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NATURE OE CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 

In an earlier part of this work ^ stress was laid upon chapter 
the essential distinction between the “law of the 
constitution,” which, consisting (as it does) of rules 
enforced or recognised by the courts, makes up a to he 

1 answered. 

body of !‘laws m the proper sense of that term, 
and the “ conventions of the constitution,” which 
consisting (as they do) of customs, practices, maxims, 
or precepts which are not enforced or recognised by 
the courts, make up a body not of laws, but of con- 
stitutional or political ethics ; and it was further urged 
that the law, not the morality of the constitution, 
forms the proper subject of legal study.® In ac- 
cordance with this view, the reader’s attention has 
been hitherto exclusively directed to the meaning 
and applications of two principles which pervade the 
law of the constitution, namely, the Sovereignty of 
Parliament ® and the Rule of Law,^ 

But a lawyer cannot master even the legal side 
of the English constitution without paying some 
attention to the nature of those constitutional under- 
standings which necessarily engross the attention of 

1 See pp. 23-30, ante. ® See pp. 30-32, ante. 

“ See Part i. * See Part ii. 
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historians or of statesmen. He ought to ascertain, at 
any rate, how, if at all, the law of the constitution 
is connected with the conventions of the constitu- 
tion ; and a lawyer who undertakes this task will soon 
find that in so doing he is only following one stage 
farther the path on which we have already entered, and 
is on the road to discover the last and most striking 
instance of that supremacy of the law which gives to 
the English polity the whole of its peculiar colour. 

My aim therefore throughout the remainder of 
this book is to define, or ascertain, the relation or 
connection between the legal and the conventional 
elements in the constitution, and to point out the way 
in which a just appreciation of this connection throws 
light upon several subordinate questions or problems 
of constitutional law. 

This end will be attained if an answer is found 
to each of two questions : What is the nature of the 
conventions or understandings of the constitution? 
What is the force or (in the language of jurisprudence) 
the “ sanction ” by which is enforced obedience to the 
cofiventions of the constitution ? These answers will 
themselves throw light on the subordinate matters to 
which I have made reference. 
i/The salient characteristics, the outward aspects so to 
speak, of the understandings which make up the consti- 
tutional morality of modern England, can hardly be 
better described than in the words of Mr. Freeman : — 

“We now have a whole system of political 
“ morality, a whole code of precepts for the guidance of 
“ public men, which will not be found in any page 
“ of either the statute or the common law, but which 
“are in practice held hardly less sacred than any 



NATURE OF CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 419 


“principle embodied in the Great Charter or in the 
“Petition of Eight. In short, by the side of our 
“ written Law, there has grown up an unwritten or 
“ conventional constitution. When an Englishman 
“ speaks of the conduct of a public man being consti- 
“tutional or unconstitutional, he means something 
“wholly different from what he means by conduct 
“ being legal or illegal. A famous vote of the House 
“ of Commons, passed on the motion of a great states- 
“man, once declared that the then Ministers of the 
“ Crown did not possess the confidence of the House 
“ of Commons, and that their continuance in office 
“ was therefore at variance with the spirit of the con- 
“stitution. The truth of such a position, accord- 
“ ing to the traditional principles on which public men 
“ have acted for some generations, cannot be disputed ; 
“ but it would be in vain to seek for any trace of such 
“doctrines in any page of our written Law. The 
“ proposer of that motion did not mean to charge the 
“ existing Ministry with any illegal act, with any act 
“ which could be made the subject either of a prose- 
“ cution in a lower court or of impeachment in the 
“ High Court of Parliament itself. He did not mean 
“ that they. Ministers of the Crown, appointed 
“ during the pleasure of the Crown, committed 
“ any breach of the Law of which the Law could 
“ take cognisance, by retaining possession of their 
“offices till such time as the Crown should think 
“ good to dismiss them from those offices. What he 
“meant was that the general course of their policy 
“ was one which to a majority of the House of Com- 
“ mons did not seem to be wise or beneficial to the 
“nation, and that therefore, according to a conven- 
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“tional code as well understood and as effectual as 
“the written Law itself, they were bound to resign 
“ offices of which the House of Commons no longer 
“ held them to be worthy.” ^ 

The one exception which can be taken to this 
picture of our conventional constitution is the con- 
trast drawn in it between the “written law” and 
the “unwritten constitution”; the true opposition, 
as already pointed out, is between laws properly so 
called, whether written or unwritten, and under- 
standings, or practices, which, though commonly 
observed, are not laws in any true sense of that 
word at all. But this inaccuracy is hardly more than 
verbal, and we may gladly accept Mr, Freeman’s 
words as a starting-point whence to inquire into the 
nature or common quality of the maxims which 
make up our body of constitutional morality. 

The following are examples* of the precepts to 
which Mr. Freeman refers, and belong to the code 
by which public life in England is (or is supposed 
to be) governed. “ A Ministry which is outvoted 
in the House of Commons is in many cases bound 
to retire from office.” “A Cabinet, when outvoted 
on any vital question, may appeal once to the 
country by means of a dissolution.” “ If an appeal 
to the electors goes against the Ministry they are 
bound to retire from office, and have no right to 
dissolve Parliament a second time.” “The Cabinet 
are responsible to Parliament as a body, for the 
general conduct of affairs.” “ They are further 

^ Freeman, Growth of the English Constitution (1st ed., 1872), pp. 109, 

110 . 

^ See, for further examples, p. 26, ante. 
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responsible to an extent, not however very definitely 
fixed, for the appointments made by any of their 
number, or to speak in more accurate language, 
made by the Crown under the advice of any member 
of the Cabinet.” “ The party who for the time being 
command a majority in the House of Commons, have 
(in general) a right to have their leaders placed in 
ofi&ce.” The most influential of these leaders ought 
(generally speaking) to be the Premier, or head of 
the Cabinet.” These are precepts referring to the 
position and formation of the Cabinet/^ It is, how- 
ever, easy to find constitutional maxims dealing 
with other topics. “ Treaties can be made without 
the necessity for any Act of Parliament; but the 
Crown, or in reality the Ministry representing the 
Crown, ought not to make any treaty which will 
not command the approbation of Parhament.” “ The 
foreign policy of the country, the proclamation of 
war, and the making of peace ought to be left in 
the hands of the Crown, or in truth of the Crown’s 
servants. But in foreign as in domestic affairs, 
the wish of the two Houses of Parliament or (when 
they differ) of the House of Commons ought to 
be followed.” “The action of any Ministry w^ould 
be highly unconstitutional if it should involve the 
proclamation of war, or the making of peace, in 
defiance of the wishes of the House.” “ If there is 
a difference of opinion between the House of Lords 
and the House of Commons, the House of Lords 
ought, at some point, not definitely fixed, to give 
way, and should the ‘Peers not yield, and the House 
of Commons continue to enjoy the confidence of the 
country, it becomes the duty of the Crown, or of 
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its responsible advisers, to create or to threaten to 
create enough new Peers to override the opposition 
of the House of Lords, and thus restore harmony 
between the two branches of the legislature,” ^ 
“ Parliament ought to be summoned for the despatch 
of business at least once in every year.” “ If a 
sudden emergency arise, e.g. through the outbreak 
of an insurrection, or an invasion by a foreign 
power, the Ministry ought, if they require additional 
authority, at once to have Parliament convened 
and obtain any powers which they may need for 
the protection of the country. Meanwhile Ministers 
ought to take every step, even at the peril of 
breaking the law, which is necessary either for 
restoring order or for repelling attack, and (if the 
law of the land is violated) must rely for protection 
on Parliament passing an Act of Indemnity.” 

These rules (which I have purposely expressed in 
a lax and popular manner), and a lot more of the 
same kind, make up the constitutional morality of 
the day. They are all constantly acted upon, and, 
since they cannot be enforced by any court of law, 
have no claim to be considered laws. They are 
multifarious, differing, as it might at first sight 
appear, from each other not only in importance but 
in general character and scope. They will be found 
however, on careful examination, to possess one 
common quality or property; they are all, or at 
any rate most of them, rules for determining the 
mode in which the discretionary powers of the 
Crown (or of the Ministers as sfervants of the Crown) 

1 See Parliament Act, 1911, and of. Hearn, GMernmemt of Engla'nd 
(2nd ed., 1887), p. 178. 
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ouglit to be exercised ; ^ and this characteristic will 
be found on examination to be the trait common 
not only to all the rules abeady enumerated, but 
to by far the greater part (though not quite to the 
whole) of the conventions of the constitution. This 
matter, however, requires for its proper understanding 
some further explanation. 

The discretionary powers of the government mean 
every kind of action which can legally be taken by 
the Crown, or by its servants, without the neces- 
sity for applying to Parliament for new statutory 
authority. Thus no statute is required to enable 
the Crown to dissolve or to convoke Parliament, to 
make peace or war, to create new Peers, to dismiss 
a Minister from of&ce or to appoint his successor. 
The doing of all these things lies legally at any 
rate within the discretion of the Crown ; they belong 
therefore to the discretionary authority of the govern- 
ment. This authority may no doubt originate in 
Parliamentary enactments, and, in a limited number 
of cases, actually does so originate.® Thus the British 
Nationality and Status of Aliens Act, 1914, gives to a 
Secretary of State the right under certain circum- 
stances to convert an alien into a naturalised British 
subject ; and the Extradition Act, 1870, enables a 

^ They go further and provide for the whole working of the com- 
plicated government machine. Nowadays the majority of Ministers 
are concerned with statutory functions ; the exceptions include, 
however, the Prime Minister, the Secretaries of State, and the First Lord 
of the Admiralty. But much of the work of the Home Secretary, the 
Secretary of State for Scotland, and the Secretaries of State for India 
and Burma is statutory. See Jennings, Tht Law and the Constitution 
(2nd ed., 1938), pp. 86-88. — Ed. 

^ In 1938 the greater part of this authority is statutory. See Intro, 
pp. Ixxii, Ixix, ante. — Ed. 
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Part III. Secretary of State (under conditions provided by tbe 
Act) to override tbe ordinary law of tbe land and band 
over a foreigner to bis own government for trial. 
Witb tbe exercise, however, of sucb discretion as is 
conferred on tbe Crown or its servants by Parlia- 
mentary enactments we need bardly concern ourselves. 
Tbe mode in wbicb sucb discretion is to be exercised 
is, or may be, more or less clearly defined by tbe Act 
itself, and is often so closely limit ed as in reality to 
become tbe subject of legal decision, and. thus pass 
from tbe domain of constitutional morabty into that 
of law properly so called. Tbe discretionary authority 
of tbe Crown origiaates generally, not in Act of Parlia- 
ment, but in tbe prerogative — a term wbicb has 
caused more perplexity to students than any other 
expression referring to tbe constitution. Tbe pre- 
rogative appears to be both historically and as a 
matter of actual fact nothing else than tbe residue 
of discretionary or arbitrary authority, wbicb at any 
given time is legally left in tbe bands of tbe Crown.^ 
Tbe King was originally in truth what be still is 
in name, tbe sovereign, or, if not strictly tbe 
sovereign in tbe sense in wbicb jurists use that 
word, at any rate by far tbe most powerful part 
of tbe sovereign power. In 1791 the House of 
Commons compelled tbe government of tbe day, 
a good deal against the will of Ministers, to put 
on trial Mr. Peeves, the learned author of the 
History of English Law, for tbe expression of 
opinions meant to exalt tbe prerogative of tbe Crown 
at tbe expense of tbe authority of tbe House of 

^ CSted by Lord Dimedin in AUomey~Qeiierdl v. 2>e Keyser’s Royal 
Hold Ltd. [1920] A.C. SOS, at p. 526. 
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Commons. Among other statements for the publica- Chapter 
tion of which he was indicted, was a lengthy com- 
parison of the Crown to the trunk, and the other 
parts of the constitution to the branches and leaves 
of a great tree. This comparison was made with the 
object of drawing from it the conclusion that the 
Crown was the source of all legal power, and that 
while to destroy the authority of the Crown was to 
cut down the noble oak under the cover of which 
Englishmen sought refuge from the storms of 
Jacobinism, the House of Commons and other 
institutions were but branches and leaves which 
might be lopped off without serious damage to the 
tree.^ The publication of Mr. Eeeves’s theories 
during a period of popular excitement may have 
been injudicious. But a jury, one is happy to know, 
found that it was not seditious; for his views un- 
doubtedly rested on a sound basis of historical fact. 

The power of the Crown was in truth anterior to 
that of the House of Commons. From the time of 
the Norman Conquest down to the Revolution of 
1688, the Crown nossessed in reality many of the 
attributes of sovereignty. The prerogative is the 
name for the remaining portion of the Crown’s 
original authority, and is therefore, as already 
pointed out, the name for the residue of discretionary 
power left at any moment in the hands of the Crown, 
whether such power be in fact exercised by the King 
himself or by his Ministers. Every act which the 
executive government can lawfully do without the 
authority of the Act of Parliament is done in virtue of 
this prerogative. If therefore we omit from view (as 
1 See (1796) 29 St. Tr., at pp. 630-534. 
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Partin, we conveniently may do) powers conferred on the 
Crown or its servants by Parliamentary enactments, 
as for example under an Aliens Act, we may use the 
term “ prerogative ” as equivalent to the discretionary 
authority of the executive, and then lay down that 
the conventions of the constitution are in the main 
precepts for determining the mode and spirit in which 
the prerogative is to be exercised, or (what is really 
the same thing) for fixing the manner in which any 
transaction which can legally be done in virtue of the 
Eoyal prerogative (such as the making of war or the 
declaration of peace) ought to be carried out. This 
statement holds good, it should be noted, of all the 
discretionary powers exercised by the executive, other- 
wise than under statutory authority ; it applies to acts 
really done by the King himself in accordance with 
his personal wishes, to transactions (which are of more 
frequent occurrence than modern constitutionalists 
are disposed to admit) in which both the King and 
his Ministers take a real part, and also to that large 
and constantly increasing number of proceedings 
which, though carried out in the King’s name, are 
in truth wholly the acts of the Ministry. The con- 
ventions of the constitution are in short rules intended 
to regulate the exercise of the whole of the remaining 
discretionary powers of the Crown, whether these 
powers are exercised by the King himself or by the 
Ministry. That this is so may be seen by the ease 
and the technical correctness with which such conven- 
, tions may be expressed in the form of regulations in re- 
ference to the exercise of the prerogative. Thus, to say 
sthat a Cabinet when outvoted on any vital question 
are bound in general to retire from office, is eouivalent 
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to the assertion, that the prerogative of the Crown to Chapter 
dismiss its servants at the will of the King must be 
exercised in accordance with the wish of the Houses of 
Parliament ; the statement that Ministers ought not 
to make any treaty which will not command the ap- 
probation of the Houses of Parliament,^ means that the 
prerogative of the Crown in regard to the making of 
treaties — what the Americans call the “ treaty-making 
power ” — ought not to be exercised in opposition to 
the will of Parliament. So, again, the rule that Par- 
liament must meet at least once a year, is in fact the 
rule that the Crown’s legal right or prerogative to call 
Parliament together at the King’s pleasure must be 
so exercised that Parliament meet once a year. 

This analysis of constitutional understandings is some con- 
open to the one valid criticism, that, though true as convelT^ 
far as it goes, it is obviously incomplete; for there 
are some few constitutional customs or habits which 
have no reference to the exercise of the royal power, privilege. 
Such, for example, is the understanding — a very 
vague one at best — that in case of a permanent con- 
flict between the will of the House of Commons and 
the will of the House of Lords the Peers must at 
some point give way to the Lower House.* Such, 
again, is, or at any rate was, the practice by which 
the judicial functions of the House of Lords are dis- 
charged solely by the Law Lords, or the understand- 
ing under which Divorce Acts were treated as judicial 
and not as legislative proceedings.® Habits such as 

^ To-day it is the House of Commons alone, according to the view 
upheld by the Labour Government of 1929-1931 . — Ed. 

^ See now Parliament Act, 1911. Intro, pp. cxxviii et seq., ante, 
and for text of Act, App. sec. vi. 

® Divorce Dills are now unnecessary ; before the establishment of 
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Partin, these are at bottom customs or rules meant to 
determine the mode in which one or other or both of 
the Houses of Parliament shall exercise their dis- 
cretionary powers, or, to use the historical term, their 
privileges.^ The very use of the word privilege 
is almost enough to show us how to embrace all the 
conventions of the constitution under one general 
head. Between prerogative and privilege there 
exists a close analogy : the one is the historical name 
for the discretionary authority of the Crown ; the 
other is the historical name for the discretionary 
authority of each House of Parliament. Understand- 
ings then which regulate the exercise of the prerogative 
determine, or are meant to determine, the way in 
which one member of the sovereign body, namely the 
Crown, should exercise its discretionary authority; 
understandings which regulate the exercise of privilege 
determine, or are meant to determine, the way in 
which the other members of the sovereign body 
should each exercise their discretionary authority. 
The result follows, that the conventions of the con- 
stitution, looked at as a whole, are customs, or under- 
standings, as to the mode in which the several members 
of the sovereign legislative body, which, as it will be 
remembered, is the “King in Parliament,”* should 
each exercise their discretionary authority, whether 


the Itfeh IVee State in 1922 they were used by persons domiciled in 
ndMd who were thus excluded from the jurisdiction of the PngUci, 
iJjgh Court in matrimonial causes. — ^E d. 

^ Jennmgs points out that there are many other rules to be 
m the law and custom of Pwliament. The privileges, for example, are 
e^orced by each House of the High Court of Parliament, as by a court 

* Constitution, (2nd ed., 1928), pp. 66-66 and 

p. 89.— Ed, 

^ See p. 39, ante. 
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it be termed tbe prerogative of tbe Crown or tbe Chapt« 
privileges of Parliament. Since, however, by far the 
most numerous and important of our constitutional 
understandings refer at bottom to the exercise of the 
prerogative, it will conduce to brevity and clearness 
if we treat the conventions of the constitution, as 
rules or customs determining the mode in which the 
discretionary power of the executive, or in technical 
language the prerogative, ought {i.e. is expected by 
the nation) to be employed. 

Having ascertained that the conventions of the AMofcon- 
constitution are (in the main) rules for determining nnder- 
the exercise of the prerogative, we may carry our 
analysis of their character a step farther. They 
have all one ultimate object. Their end is to secure 
that Parliament, or the Cabinet which is indirectly 
appointed by Parliament, shall in the long run give 
effect to the will of that power which in modern 
England is the true political sovereign of the State — 
the majority of the electors or (to use popular though 
not quite accurate language) the nation. 

At this point comes into view the full importance 
of the distinction already insisted upon^ between 
legal sovereignty and political sovereignty. Parlia- 
ment is, from a merely legal point of view, the 
absolute sovereign of the British Empire, since every 
Act of Parliament is binding on every court through- 
out the British dominions, and no rule, whether of 
morality or of law, which contravenes an Act of Par- 
liament, binds any court throughout the realm.® But 
if Parliament be in the eye of the law a supreme 
legislature, the essence of representative government 

1 See pp. 70-76, ^ See Intro, p. xxxvii, anU. 




430 LAW AND CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 


Part HI. is, that the legislature should represent or give efiect 
to the will of the political sovereign, i.e. of the 
electoral body, or of the nation. That the conduct of 
the different parts of the legislature should be deter- 
mined by rules meant to secure harmony between the 
action of the legislative sovereign and the wishes of 
the political sovereign, must appear probable from 
general considerations. If the true ruler or political 
sovereign of England were, as was once the case, the 
King, legislation might be carried out in accordance 
with the Kang’s will by one of two methods. Th^ 
Crown might itself legislate, by royal proclamations, 
or decrees ; or some other body, such as a Conseil 
d’Etat or Parhament itself, might be allowed to legis- 
late as long as this body conformed to the will of the 
Crown. If the first plan were adopted, there would 
be no room or need for constitutional conventions. 
If the second plan were adopted, the proceedings of 
the legislative body must inevitably be governed by 
some rules meant to make certain that the Acts of 
the_ legislature should not contravene the will of the 
Crown. The electorate is in fact the sovereign of 
England. It is a body which does not, and from its 
nature hardly can, itself legislate, and which, owing 
chiefly to historical causes, has left in existence a 
theoretically supreme legislature. The result of this 
state of things would naturally be that the conduct 
of the legislature, which (ex hypothesi) cannot be 
governed by laws, should be regulated by understand- 
ings of which the object is to secure the conformity 
of Parliament to the will of the nation. And this is 
what has actually occurred. The conventions of the 
constitution now consist of customs which (whatever 
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their historical origin) are at the present day maintained caiapter 
for the sake of ensuring the supremacy of the House of 
Commons, and ultimately, through the elective House 
of Commons, of the nation. 0 ur modern code of consti- 
tutional morality secures, though in a roundabout way, 
what is called abroad the “ sovereignty of the people.” 

That this is so becomes apparent if we examine 
into the effect of one or two among the leading 
articles of this code. The rule that the powers of the 
Crown must be exercised through Ministers who are 
members of one or other House of Parliament and who 
“ command the confidence of the House of Commons,” 
really means, that the elective portion of the legisla- 
ture in effect, though by an indirect process, appoints 
the executive government; and, further, that the 
Crown, or the Ministry, must ultimately carry out, 
or at any rate not contravene, the wishes of the 
House of Commons. But as the process of repre- 
sentation is nothing else than a mode by which the 
will of the representative body or House of Commons 
is made to coincide with the will of the nation, it 
follows that a rule which gives the appointment 
and control of the government mainly to the House 
of Commons is at bottom a rule which gives the 
election and ultimate control of the executive to the 
nation. The same thing holds good of the under- 
standing, or habit, in accordance with which the 
House of Lords are expected in every serious political 
controversy to give way at some point or other to the 
will of the House of Commons as expressing the 
deliberate resolve of the nation, or of that further 
custom which, though of comparatively recent growth, 
forms an essential article of modern constitutional 
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etidcs, by which, in case the Peers should finally re- 
fuse to acquiesce in the decision of the Lower House, 
the Crown is expected to nullify the resistance of the 
Lords by the creation of new peerages.^ How, it 
may be said, is the point to be fix:ed at which, in 
case of a conflict between the two Houses, the Lords 
must give way, or the Crown ought to use its pre- 
rogative ia the creation of new Peers ? The question 
is worth raising, because the answer throws great 
light upon the nature and aim of the articles which 
make up our conventional code. This reply is, that the 
point at which the Lords must yield or the Crown 
intervene is properly determined by anything which 
conclusively shows that the House of Commons 
represents on the matter in dispute the deliberate 
decision of the nation. The truth of this reply will 
hardly be questioned, but to admit that the deliberate 
decision of the electorate is decisive, is in fact to 
concede that the understandings as to the action of 
the House of Lords and of the Crown are, what we 
have found them to be, rules meant to ensure the 
ultimate supremacy of the true political sovereign, or, 
in other words, of the electoral body. ® 

'^y far the most striking example of the real sense 
attaching to a whole mass of constitutional conven- 
tions is found in a particular instance, which appears 
at first sight to present a marked exception to 
the general principles of constitutional morality. 
A Ministry placed in a minority by a vote of the 
Commons have, in accordance with received doctrines, 

^ Heam denied, as it seemed to the author, on inadequate grounds, 
the existence of this rule or understanding. See Hearn, ojp. cit., p. 178. 

* Of. Bagehot, English Constitution (1872 ed.), pp. 25-27. 
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a right to demand a dissolution of Parliament. On Chapter 
the other hand, there are certainly combinations of 
circumstances under which the Crown has a right 
to dismiss a Ministry who command a Parliamentary 
majority, and to dissolve the Parliament by which the 
Ministry are supported.^ The prerogative, in short, of 
dissolution may constitutionally be so employed ^.s to 
override the will of the representative body, or, as it 
is popularly called, “The People’s House of Parlia- 
ment.” This looks at first sight like saying that in 
certain cases the prerogative can be so used as to set 
at nought the will of the nation. But in reality it 
is far otherwise. The discretionary power of the 
Crown occasionally may be, and according to con- 
stitutional precedents sometimes ought to be, used to 
strip an existing House of Commons of its authority. 

But the reason why the House can in accordance 
with the constitution be deprived of power and of 
existence is that an occasion has arisen on which 
there is fair reason to suppose that the opinion of the 
House is not the opinion of the electors. A dissolu- 
tion is in its essence an appeal from the legal to the 
political sovereign. A dissolution is allowable, or 
necessary, whenever the wishes of the legislature are, 
or may fairly be presumed to be, difiPerent from the 
wishes of the nation. 

This is the doctrine established by the celebrated Tiie dis- 
contests of 1784 and of 1834. In each instance the 
King dismissed a Ministry which commanded the 
confidence of the House of Commons. In each case 
there was an appeal to the country by means of a 

^ See App. sec. iii ; Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), pp. 299- 
307 ; Evatt, The King and his Dominion Governors (1936), ch. ix-xii, xx. 
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Paxtm. dissolution. In 1784 the appeal resulted in a decisive 
verdict in favour of Pitt and his colleagues, who had 
been brought into office by the King against the Avill 
of the House of Commons. In 1834 the appeal led 
to a verdict equally decisive against Peel and Wel- 
lington, who also had been called to office by the 
Crown against the wishes of the House. The essential 
point to notice is that these contests each in effect 
admit the principle that it is the verdict of the 
political sovereign which ultimately determines the 
right or (what in politics is much the same thing) 
the power of a Cabinet to retain office, namely, the 
nation. 

Much discussion, oratorical and literary, has been 
expended on the question whether the ‘dissolution of 
1784 or the dissolution of 1834 was constitutional.^ 
To a certain extent the dispute is verbal, and depends 
upon the meaning of the word “ constitutional.” If 
we mean by it “ legal,” no human being can dispute 
that George the Third and his son could without 
any breach of law dissolve Parliament. If we mean 
“usual,” no one can deny that each monarch took 
a very unusual step in dismissing a Ministry which 
commanded a majority in the House of Commons. If 
by “constitutional” we mean “in conformity with 
the fundamental principles of the constitution,” we 
must without hesitation pronounce the conduct of 
George the Third constitutional, i.e. in conformity 
with the principles of the constitution as they are now 
understood. He believed that the nation did not 
approve of the policy pursued by the House of Com- 

^ See Emden, The, People and the Oonatitvtion (1933), pp. 143-144, 
147-148, 196-198, 205-208. 
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mons. He was right in this belief. No modem con- 
stitutionalist will dispute that the authority of the 
House of Commons is derived from its representing 
the will of the nation, and that the chief object of a 
dissolution is to ascertain that the will of Parliament 
coincides with the wiU of the nation. George the 
Third then made use of the prerogative of dissolution 
for the very purpose for which it exists. His conduct, 
therefore, on the modern theory of the constitution, 
was, as far as the dissolution went, in the strictest 
sense constitutional. But it is doubtful whether in 
1784 the King’s conduct was not in reality an inno- 
vation, though a salutary one, on the then prevailing 
doctrine. Any one who studies the questions con- 
nected with the name of John Wilkes, or the disputes 
between England and the American colonies, will see 
that George the Third and the great majority of 
George the Third’s statesmen maintained up to 1784 
a view of Parliamentary sovereignty which made Par- 
liament in the strictest sense the sovereign power. 
To this theory Fox clung, both in his youth as a Tory 
and in his later life as a Whig. The greatness of 
Chatham and of his son lay in their perceiving that 
behind the Crown, behind the Revolution Families, 
behind Parliament itself, lay what Chatham calls the 
“ great public,” and what we should call the nation, 
and that on the will of the nation depended the 
authority of Parliament. In 1784 George the Third 
was led by the exigencies of the moment to adopt the 
attitude of Chatham and Pitt. He appealed (oddly 
enough) from the sovereignty of Parliament, of 
which he had always been the ardent champion, 
to that sovereignty of the people which he never 


Chaptei 

XIV. 
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Partin, ceased to hold in abhorrence. Whether this appeal 

be termed ’ constitutional or revolutionary is now of 

little moment ; it affirmed decisively the fundamental 
principle of our existing constitution that not Parlia- 
ment but the nation is, politically speaking, the 
supreme power in the State. On this very ground 
the so-called “penal” dissolution was consistently 
enough denounced by Burke, who at all periods of 
his career was opposed to democratic innovation, 
and far less consistently by Fox, who blended in 
his political creed doctrines of absolute Parliamentary 
sovereignty with the essentially inconsistent dogma 
of the sovereignty of the people. 

Of William the Fourth’s action it is hard to 
speak with decision. The dissolution of 1834 was, 
from a constitutional point of view, a mistake ; it 
vas justified (if at aU) by the King’s belief that the 
House of Commons did not represent the will of the 
nation. The belief itself turned out erroneous, but 
the large minority obtained by Peel, and the rapid 
decline in the influence of the Whigs, proved that, 
though the King had formed a wrong estimate of 
public sentiment, he was not without reasonable 
ground for believing that Parliament had ceased to 
represent the opinion of the nation. Now if it be 
constitutionally right for the Crown to appeal from 
Parliament to the electors when the House of 
Commons has in reality ceased to represent its 
constituents, there is great difficulty in maintaining 
that a dissolution is unconstitutional simply because 
the electors do, when appealed to, support the 
opinions of their representatives. • Admit that the 
electors are the political sovereign of the State, and 
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the result appears naturally to follow, that an appeal Chapter 
to them by means of a dissolution is constitutional, 
whenever there is valid and reasonable ground for 
supposing that their Parliamentary representatives 
have ceased to represent their wishes. The con- 
stitutionality therefore of the dissolution in 1834 
turns at bottom upon the still disputable question 
of fact, whether the King and his advisers had 
reasonable ground for suppoting that the reformed 
House of Commons had lost the confidence of the 
nation. Whatever may be the answer given by 
historians to this inquiry, the precedents of 1784 
and 1834 are decisive; they determine the principle 
on which the prerogative of dissolution ought to be 
exercised, and show that in modern times the rules 
as to the dissolution of Parliament are, like other 
conventions of the constitution, intended to secure 
the ultimate supremacy of the electorate as the true 
political sovereign of the State; that, in short, the 
validity of constitutional maxims is subordinate and 
subservient to the fundamental principle of popular 
sovereignty.^ 

The necessity for dissolutions stands in close Relation of 

• • . 1 ^ ^ T tight of 

connection with the existence oi Jrarliamentary dissolution 
sovereignty. Where, as in the United States, nomentliy" 
legislative assembly is a sovereign power, the tight 
of dissolution may be dispensed with ; the con- 
stitution provides security that no change of vital 
importance can be effected without an appeal to the 
people ; and the change in the character of a legisla- 
tive body by the re-election of the whole or of part 
thereof at stated periods makes it certain that in 

^ Cf. Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), pp, 307-318. 
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Partni. the long run the sentiment of the legislature will 

harmonise with the feeling of the public. Where 

Parliament is supreme, some further security for 
such harmony is necessary, and this security is given 
by the right of dissolution, which enables the Crown 
or the Ministry to appeal from the legislature to 
the nation. The security indeed is not absolutely 
complete. Crown, Cabinet, and Parliament may 
conceivably favour constitutional innovations which 
do not approve themselves to the electors. The 
Septennial Act could hardly have been passed in 
England, the Act of Union with Ireland would not, 
it is often asserted, have been passed by the Irish 
Parliament, if, in either instance, a legal revolution 
had been necessarily preceded by an appeal to the 
electorate. Here, as elsewhere, the constitutionalism 
of America proves of a more rigid type than the 
constitutionalism of England. StiU, under the con- 
ditions of^modern political life, the understandings 
which exist with us as to the right of dissolution 
afford nearly, if not quite, as much security for 
sympathy between the action of the legislature and 
the will of the people, as do the limitations placed 
on legislative power by the constitutions of American 
States. In this instance, as in others, the principles 
explicitly stated in the various constitutions of the 
States, and in the Federal Constitution itself, are im- 
pliedly involved in the working of English political 
institutions. The right of dissolution is the right 
of appeal to the people, and thus underlies all those 
constitutional conventions which, in one way or 
another, are intended to produce harmony between 
the legal and the political sovereign power.^ 

^ See App. sec. iii, post, for amplification of this subject by the author. 



CHAPTER XV 


THE SANCTION BY WHICH THE CONVENTIONS OF THE 
CONSTITUTION ARE ENFORCED 

What is the sanction by which obedience to the 
conventions of the constitution is at bottom en- 
forced ? 

TChis is by far the most perplexing of the specula- 
tive questions suggested by a study of constitutional 
law. Let us bear in mind the dictum of Paley, that 
it is often far harder to make men see the existence 
of a difficulty, than to make them, when once the 
difficulty is perceived, understand its explanation, 
and in the first place try to make clear to ourselves 
what is the precise nature of a puzzle of which most 
students dimly recognise the existence. 

Constitutional understandings are admittedly not 
laws ; they are not (that is to say) rules which will 
be enforced by the courts. If a Premier were to 
retain office after a vote of censure passed by the 
House of Commons, if he were (as did Lord Pal- 
merston under like circumstances) to dissolve, or 
strictly speaking to get the Crown to dissolve. Parlia- 
ment, but, unlike Lord Palmerston, were to be again 
censured by the newly elected House of Commons, 
and then, after all this had taken place, were still to 
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remain at the head of the government, — no one could 
deny that such a Prime Minister had acted uncon- 
stitutionally. Yet no court of law would take 
notice of his conduct. Suppose, again, that on the 
passing by both Houses of an important bill, the 
King should refuse his assent to the measure, or 
(in popular language) put his “veto” on it. 
Here there would be a gross violation of usage, 
but the matter could not by any proceeding 
known to English law be brought before the judges. 
Take another instance. Suppose that Parliament 
were for more than a year not summoned for the 
despatch of business. This would be a course of pro- 
ceeding of the most unconstitutional character. Yet 
there is no court in the land before which one could 
go with the complaint that Parliament had not been 
assembled.^ StUl the conventional rules of the con- 
stitution, though not laws, are, as it is constantly 
asserted, nearly if not quite as binding as laws. 
They are, or appear to be, respected quite as much 
as most statutory enactments, and more than many. 
The puzde is to see what is the force which habitually 
compels obedience to rules which have not behind 
them the coercive power of the courts. 

The difficulty of the problem before us cannot 
indeed be got rid of, but may be shifted and a good 
deal lessened, by observing that the invariableness 
of the obedience to constitutional understand- 
ings is itself more or less fictitious. The special 
articles of the conventional code are in fact often 

1 See 4 Edward III. o. 14 ; 16 Car. n. o. 1 ; and the Bill of Rights, 
1689 ; cf. the repealed 16 Car* I, c. 1, which would have made the 
assembling of Parliament a matter of law* 



SANCTION OF CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 441 


disobeyed. A Minister sometimes refuses to retire 
when, as bis opponents allege, be ought constitu- 
tionally to resign office ; not many years bave 
passed since tbe Opposition of tbe day argued, if not 
convincingly yet with a good deal of plausibility, that 
tbe Ministry bad violated a rule embodied in tbe Bill 
of Eights; in 1784 the House of Commons main- 
tained, not only by argument but by repeated votes, 
that Pitt bad debberately defied more than one 
constitutional precept, and tbe Whigs of 1834 
brought a like charge against Wellington and Peel. 
Nor is it doubtful that any one who searches through 
tbe pages of Hansard will find other instances in 
which constitutional maxims of long standing and 
high repute have been set at nought. The uncertain 
character of the deference paid to the conventions 
of the constitution is concealed under the current 
phraseology, which treats the successful violation of a 
constitutional rule as a proof that the maxim was not 
in reality part of the constitution. If a habit or 
precept which can be set at nought is thereby shown 
not to be a portion of constitutional morality, it 
naturally follows that no true constitutional rule is 
ever disobeyed.^ 

Yeit, though the obedience supposed to be rendered 
to the separate understandings or maxims of public 
life is to a certain extent fictitious, the assertion that 
they have nearly the force of law is not without 
meaning. Some few of the conventions of the 
constitution are rigorously obeyed. Parliament,' for 
example, is summoned year by year with as much 
regularity as though its annual meeting were provided 
for by a law of nature ; and (what is of more con- 

^ See Intro, pp. cxxxvi ante., - 
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Partm. sequence) thougli particular understandings are of 
uncertain obligation, neither the Crown nor any 
servant of the Crown ever refuses obedience to the 
grand principle which, as we have seen, underlies all 
the conventional precepts of the constitution, namely, 
that government must be carried on in accordance 
with the will of the House of Commons, and ulti- 
mately with the will of the nation as expressed 
through that House. This principle is not a law ; it 
is not to be found in the statute-book, nor is it a 
maxim of the common law ; it will not be enforced 
by any ordinary judicial body. Why then has the 
principle itself, as also have certain conventions or 
understandings which are closely connected with it, 
the force of law ? This, when the matter is reduced 
to its simplest form, is the puzzle with which we 
have to deal. It sorely needs a solution. Many 
writers, however, of authority, chiefly because they 
do not approach the constitution from its legal side, 
hardly recognise the full force of the difficulty which 
requires to be disposed of. They either pass it by, 
or else apparently acquiesce in one of two answers, 
each of which contains an element of truth, but 
neither of which fully removes the perplexities of 
any inquirer who is determined not to be put off 
with mere words. 

insnffioient A reply mote often suggested than formulated in 

Impeach- SO many words, is that obedience to the conventions 
of the constitution is ultimately enforced by the fear 
of impeachment. 

If this view were tenable, these conventions, it 
should be remarked, would not be “ understandings ” 
at all, but “ la-vV^s ” in the truest sense of that term, 



SANCTION OF CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 443 


and their sole peculiarity would lie in their being Chapter 

laws the breach of which could be punished only by L 

one extraordinary tribunal, namely, the High Court 
of Parliament. But though it may well be conceded 
— and the fact is one of great importance — ^that the 
habit of obedience to the constitution was originally 
generated and confirmed by impeachments, yet there 
are insuperable difficulties to entertaining the belief 
that the dread of the Tower and the block exerts any 
appreciable influence over the conduct of modern 
statesmen, nor even the fear of civil proceedings or 
criminal prosecutions. No impeachment for viola- 
tions of the constitution (since for the present purpose 
we may leave out of account such proceedings as those 
taken against Lord Macclesfield, Warren Hastings, and 
Lord Melville) has occurred for more than a century 
and a half. . The process, which is supposed to ensure 
the retirement from office of a modern Prime Minister, 
when placed in a hopeless minority, is, and has long 
been, obsolete. The arm by which attacks on freedom 
were once repelled has grown rusty by disuse ; it is laid 
aside among the antiquities of the constitution, nor will 
it ever, we may anticipate, be drawn again from its 
scabbard. For, in truth, impeachment, as a means for 
enforcing the observance of constitutional morality, 
always laboured under one grave defect. The possibility 
of its use suggested, if it did not stimulate, one most 
important violation of political usage ; a Minister who 
dreaded impeachment would, since Parliament was 
the only court before which he could be impeached, 
naturally advise the Crown not to convene Parliament. 

There is something like a contradiction in terms in 
saying that a Minister is compelled to advise the 
meeting of Parliament by the dread of impeachment 
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if Parliament should assemble. If the fear of Parlia- 
mentary punishment were the only difficulty in the 
way of violating the constitution, we may be sure 
that a bold party leader would, at the present day, as 
has been done in former centuries, sometimes suggest 
that Parliament should not meet. 

A second and current answer to the question 
under consideration is, that obedience to the conven- 
tional precepts of the constitution is ensured by the 
force of public opinion. 

Now that this assertion is in one sense true, stands 
past dispute. The nation expects that Parliament 
shall be convened annually ; the nation expects that 
a Minister who cannot retain the confidence of the 
House of Commons, shall give up his place, and no 
Premier even dreams of disappointing these expecta- 
tions. The assertion, therefore, that public opinion 
gives validity to the received precepts for the conduct 
of public life is true. Its defect is that, if taken 
without further explanation, it amounts to little else 
than a re-statement of the very problem which it is 
meant to solve. For the question to be answered is, 
at bottom. Why is it that public opinion is, apparently 
at least, a sufficient sanction to compel obedience to 
the conventions of the constitution? and it is no 
answer to this inquiry to say that these conventions 
are enforced by public opinion. Let it also be noted 
that many rules of conduct which are fully supported 
by the opinion of the public are violated every day of 
the year. Public opinion enjoins the performance of 
promises and condemns the commission of crimes, but 
the settled conviction of the nation that promises 
ought to be kept does not hinder merchants from 
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going into tlie Gazette, nor does the universal execra,- Chapter 
tion of the villain who sheds man’s blood prevent the 
commission of murders. That public opinion does to 
a certain extent cheek extravagance and criminality 
is of course true, but the operation of opinion is in 
this case assisted by the law, or in the last resort by 
the physical power at the disposal of the state. The 
limited effect of public opinion when aided by the 
police hardly explains the immense effect of opinion 
in enforcing rules which may be violated without any 
risk of the offender being brought before the courts. 

To contend that the understandings of the con- 
stitution derive their coercive power solely from 
the approval of the public, is very like maintaining 
the kindred doctrine that the conventions of inter- 
national law are kept alive solely by moral force. 

Every one, except a few dreamers, perceives that the 
respect paid to international morality is due in great 
measure, not to moral force, but to the physical force 
in the shape of armies and navies, by which the com- 
mands of general opinion are in many cases supported ; 
and it is ^f&cult not to suspect that, in England at 
least, the conventions of the constitution are supported 
and enforced by something beyond or in addition to 
the public approval. 

What then is this “something”? My answer is. True 
that it is nothing else than the force of the law. The 
dread of impeachment may have established, and 
public opinion certainly adds influence to, the pre- 
vailing dogmas of political ethics. But the sanction of uw. 
which constrains the boldest political adventurer to 
obey the fundamental principles of the constitution 
and the conventions in which these principles are 
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expressed, is the fact that the breach of these 
principles and of these conventions will almost 
immediately bring the offender into conflict with 
the courts and the law of the land. 

This is the true answer to the inquiry which I 
have raised, but it is an answer which undoubtedly 
requires both explanation and defence. 

The meaning of the statement that the received 
precepts of the constitution are supported by the law 
of the land, and the grounds on which that statement 
is based, can be most easily made apparent by con- 
sidering what would be the legal results which would 
inevitably ensue from the violation of some indis- 
putable constitutional maxim. 

No rule is better established than that Parliament 
must assemble at least once a year. This maxim, as 
before pointed out, is certainly not derived from the 
common law, and is not based upon any statutory 
enactment. Now suppose that Parliament were pro- 
rogued once and again for more than a year, so that 
for two years no Parliament sat at Westminster. 
Here we have a distinct breach of a constitutional 
practice or understanding, but we have no violation 
of law. What, however, would be the consequences 
which would ensue ? They would be, speaking gener- 
ally, that any Ministry who at the present day 
sanctioned or tolerated this violation of the con- 
stitution, and every person connected with the 
government, would immediately come into conflict 
with the law of the land. 

A moment’s reflection shows that this would be so. 
The Army (Annual) Act ^ would in the first place 

^ Since 1917, Army and Air Force (Annual) Act. 



SANCTION OF CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 447 


expire. Hence the Army Act/ on which the discipline Chapter 
of the army depends, would cease to be in force.* 

But thereupon all means of controlling the army 
without a breach of law would cease to exist. Either 
the army must be discharged, in which case the 
means of maintaining law and order would come to 
an end, or the army must be kept up and discipline 
must be maintained without legal authority for its 
maintenance. If this alternative were adopted, 
every person, from the Commander-in-Chief down- 
wards, who took part in the control of the army, and 
indeed every soldier who carried out the commands 
of his superiors, would find that not a day passed 
without his committing or sanctioning acts which 
would render him liable to stand as a criminal in the 
dock. Then, again, though most of the taxes would 
still come into the Exchequer, large portions of the 
revenue would cease to be legally due and could not 
be legally collected, whilst every ofBcial, who acted as 
collector, would expose himself to actions or prosecu- 
tions.* The part, moreover, of the revenue which 
came in, could not be legally applied to the purposes 
of the government. If the Ministry laid hold of the 
revenue they would find it difficult to avoid breaches 
of definite laws which would compel them to appear 
before the courts. Suppose however that the Cabinet 
were willing to defy the law. Their criminal daring 
would not suffice for its purpose ; they could not get 

1 Extended to the Air Force by the Air Force (Constitution) Act, 

1917, s. 12. 

2 See p. 309, note 2, anit^ and Jennings, The, Law and the Constitution 
(2nd ed., 1938), p. 124. 

^ By convention income tax and sur tax and one indirect tax 
(tea duty) are imposed anew by the annual Finance Act. 
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Part m. hold of the revemie, without the connivance or aid 
of a large number of persons, some of them indeed 
officials, but some of them, such as the Comptroller 
General, the Governors of the Bank of England, and 
the like, unconnected with the administration. None 
of these officials, it should be noted, could receive 
from the government or the Crown any protection 
against legal liability ; and any person, e.g. the Com- 
mander-in-Chief, or the colonel of a regiment, who 
employed force to carry out the policy of the govern- 
ment would be exposed to resistance supported by 
the courts. For the law (it should always be borne 
in mind) operates in two different ways. It inflicts 
penalties and punishment upon law-breakers, and 
(what is of equal consequence) it enables law-respect- 
ing citizens to refuse obedience to illegal commands. 
It legalises passive resistance. The efficacy of such 
legal opposition is immensely increased by the non- 
existence in England of anything resembling the droit 
administratif of France,^ or of that wide discretionary 
authority which is possessed by every continental 
government. The result is, that an administration 
which attempted to dispense with the annual meeting 
of Parliament could not ensure the obedience even of 
its own officials, and, unless prepared distinctly to 
violate the undoubted law of the land, would find 
itself not only opposed but helpless. 

The rule, therefore, that Parliament must meet 
once a year, though in strictness a constitutional 
convention which is not a law and wiU not be 
enforced by the courts, turns out nevertheless to be 


1 See oh. xii, ante ; of. App. sec. i (1), (2), (4). 
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an understanding which, cannot be neglected without Chapter 
involving hundreds of persons, many of whom are 
by no means specially amenable to government 
influence, in distinct acts of illegality cognisable by 
the tribunals of the coimtry. This convention there- 
fore of the constitution is in reality based upon, and 
secured by, the law of the land. 

This no doubt is a particularly plain case. I have 
examined it fully, both because it is a particularly 
plain instance, and because the full understanding of 
it afibrds the clue which guides us to the principle on 
which really rests such coercive force as is possessed 
by the conventions of the constitution. 

To see that this is so let us consider for a moment Eesigna- 
the effect of disobedience by the government to one MtoJtry 
of the most purely conventional among the maxims 
of constitutional morality, — the rule, that is to say, t4*House 
that a Ministry ought to retire on a vote that they 
no longer possess the confidence of the House of 
Commons. Suppose that a Ministry, after the 
passing of such a vote, were to act at the present 
day as Pitt acted in 1783, and hold office in the face 
of the censure passed by the House. There would 
clearly be a prima facie breach of constitutional 
ethics. What must ensue is clear. If the Ministry 
wished to keep within the constitution they would 
announce their intention of appeahng to the con- 
stituencies, and the House would probably assist in 
hurrying on a dissolution. All breach of law would 
be avoided, but the reason of this would be that the 
conduct of the Cabinet would not be a breach of 
constitutional morality ; for the true rule of the 
constitution admittedly is, not that a Ministry can- 
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Partin, not keep office wlien censured by tlie House of 
Commons, but that under suck circumstances a 
Ministry ouglit not to remain in office unless they 
can by an appeal to the country obtain the election 
of a House which will support the government.^ 
Suppose then that, under the circumstances I have 
imagined, the Ministry either would not recommend 
a dissolution of Parliament, or, having dissolved 
Parliament and being again censured by the newly 
elected House of Commons, would not resign office. 
It would, under this state of things, be as clear as 
day that the understandings of the constitution had 
been violated. It is however equally clear that the 
House would have in their own hands the means of 
ultimately forcing the Ministry either to respect the 
constitution or to violate the law. Sooner or later 
the moment would come for passing the Army 
(Annual) Act or the Appropriation Act, and the 
House by refusing to pass either of these enactments 
would involve the Ministry in all the inextricable 
embarrassments which (as I have already pointed out) 
immediately follow upon the omission to convene Par- 
liament for more than a year.® The breach, therefore, 
of a purely conventional rule, of a maxim utterly un- 
known and indeed opposed to the theory of English 
law, ultimately entails upon those who break it direct 
conflict with the undoubted law of the land. We 
have then a right to assert that the force which in 

^ See Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), p. 313. 

® The Army and Air Force (Annual) Act, as it is now, is passed in 
April, the Appropriation Act at the end of July. Therefore a defeated 
Ministry could remain in office from August to April without break- 
ing the law. — ^Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), 
p. 124. 
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the last resort compels obedience to constitutional Chaptei 

morality is nothing else than the power of the law 

itself. The conventions of the constitution are not 
laws, but, in so far as they reaUy possess binding 
force, derive their sanction from the fact that who- 
ever breaks them must finally break the law and 
incur the penalties of a law-breaker. 

It is worth while to consider one or two objec- objections, 
tions which may be urged with more or less plausi- 
bility against the doctrine that the obligatory force 
of constitutional morality is derived firom the law 
itself. 

The government, it is sometimes suggested, may Law may 
by the use of actual force carry through a cowp d'etat powISd 
and defy the law of the land. 

This suggestion is true, but is quite irrelevant. 

No constitution can be absolutely safe from revolution 
or from a cottp d’etat ; but to show that the laws may 
be defied by violence does not touch or invalidate the 
statement that the understandings of the constitution 
are based upon the law. They have certainly no 
more force than the law itself A Minister who, like 
the French President in 1851, could override the law 
could of course overthrow the constitution. The 
theory propounded aims only at proving that when 
constitutional understandings have nearly the force of 
law they derive their power from the fact that they 
cannot be broken without a breach of law. No one is 
concerned to show, what indeed never can be shown, 
that the law can never be defied, or the constitution 
never be overthrown. 

It should further be observed that the admitted 
sovereignty of Parliament tends to prevent violent 

u 
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attacks on the constitution. Revolutionists or con- 
spirators generally believe themselves to be supported 
by the majority of the nation, and, when they suc- 
ceed, this belief is in general well founded. But in 
modern Englandj a party, however violent, who count 
on the sympathy of the people, can accomplish by 
obtaining a Parliamentary majority all that could be 
gained by the success of a revolution. When a spirit 
of reaction or of innovation prevails throughout the 
country, a reactionary or revolutionary policy is 
enforced by Parliament without any party needing to 
make use of violence. The oppressive legislation of 
the Restoration in the seventeenth century, and the 
anti-revolutionary legislation of the Tories from 
the outbreak of the Revolution tiU the end of 
George the Third’s reign, saved the constitution 
from attack. A change of spirit averted a change of 
form ; the flexibility of the constitution proved its 
strength. 

If the maintenance of political morality, it may 
with some plausibility be asked, really depends on 
the right of Parliament to refuse to pass laws 
such as the Army (Annual) Act, which are necessary 
for the maintenance of order, and indeed for 
the very existence of society, how does it happen 
that no English Parliament has ever employed 
this extreme method of enforcing obedience to the 
constitution ? 

The true answer to the objection thus raised 
appears to be that the observance of the main and the 
most essential of all constitutional rules, the rule, that 
is to say, requiring the annual meeting of Parliament, 
is ensured, without any necessity for Parliamentary 
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action, by tbe temporary character of the Mutiny Act, ciiapter 
and that the power of Parliament to compel obedience 
to its wishes by refusing to pass the Act is so complete 
that the mere existence of the power has made its use 
unnecessary. In matter of fact, no Ministry has since 
the Ee volution of 1689 ever defied the House of Com- 
mons, unless the Cabinet could confide in the support 
of the country, or, in other words, could count on the 
election of a House which would support the policy of 
the government. To this we must add, that in the 
rare instances in which a Minister has defied the 
House, the refusal to pass the Mutiny Act has been 
threatened or contemplated. Pitt’s victory over the 
Coalition is constantly cited as a proof that Parliament 
cannot refuse to grant supplies or to pass an Act 
necessary for the discipline of the army. Yet any 
one who studies with care the great “Case of the 
Coalition” will see that it does not support the 
dogma for which it is quoted. Fox and his friends 
did threaten and did intend to press to the very 
utmost all the legal powers of the House of Com- 
mons. They failed to carry out their intention solely 
because they at last perceived that the majority of the 
House did not represent the will of the country. 

What the “ leading case ” shows is, that the Cabinet, 
when supported by the Crown, and therefore possess- 
ing the power of dissolution, can defy the will of a 
House of Commons if the House is not supported by 
the electors. Here we com^ round to the fundamental 
dogma of modern constitutionalism ; the legal sove- 
reignty of Parliament is subordinate to the political 
sovereignty of the nation. This the conclusion in 
reality established by the events of 1784. Pitt over- 
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Part III. rode the customs, because he adhered to the principles, 
of the constitution. He broke through the received 
constitutional understandings without damage to his 
power or reputation ; he might in all probability have 
in ease of necessity broken the law itself with im- 
punity. For had the Coalition pressed their legal 
rights to an extreme length, the new Parliament of 
1784 would in all likelihood have passed an Act of 
Indemnity for illegalities necessitated, or excused, by 
the attempt of an unpopular faction to drive from 
power a Minister supported by the Crown, by the 
Peers, and by the nation. However this may be, the 
celebrated conflict between Pitt and Fox lends no 
countenance to the idea that a House of Commons 
supported by the country would not enforce the 
morality of the constitution by placing before any 
Minister who defied its precepts the alternative of 
resignation or revolution.^ 

Sub- A clear perception of the true relation between the 

ordinate x* i 

inquiries, conventious ot the constitution and the law of the 
land supplies an answer to more than one sub- 
ordinate question which has perplexed students and 
commentators. 

Why How is it that the ancient methods of enforcino- 

mentgoue Parliamentary authority, such as impeachment, the 

out of use ? ^ 1 I* 1 ■» . 

lormai refusal of supplies, and the like, have fallen 
into disuse ? 

The answer is, that they are disused because ulti- 
mate obedience to the underlying principle of all 

^ It is further not the case that the idea of refusing supplies is un- 
known to modern statesmen. In 1868 such refusal was threatened in 
order to force an early dissolution of Parliament; in 1886 the dis- 
solution took place before the supplies were fully granted, and the 
supplies granted were granted for only a limited period. 
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modern constitutionalism, whicli is nothing else than ciiapter 

the principle of obedience to the will of the nation as ^ 

expressed through Parliament, is so closely bound up 
with the law of the land that it can hardly be violated 
without a breach of the ordinary law. |Ience the 
extraordinary remedies, which were once necessary for 
enforcing the deliberate will of the nation, having 
become unnecessary, have fallen into desuetude. If 
they are not altogether abolished, the cause lies partly 
in the conservatism of the English people, and partly 
in the valid consideration that crimes may still be 
occasionally committed for which the ordinary law of 
the land hardly affords due punishment, and which 
therefore may well be dealt with by the High Court 
of Parliament. 

Why is it that the understandings of the constitu- why are 
tion have about them a singular element of vagueness 
and variability ? ^ 

Why is it, to take definite instances of this uncer- variable? 
tainty and changeableness, that no one can define 
with absolute precision the circumstances under which 
a Prime Minister ought to retire from office ? Why is 
it that no one can fix the exact point at which resist- 
ance of the House of Lords to the will of the House 
of Commons becomes unconstitutional ? and how does 
it happen that the Peers could at one time arrest 
legislation in a way which now would be generally 
held to involve a distinct breach of constitutional 
morality? What is the reason why no one can 
describe with precision the limits to tie influence on 
the conduct of public affairs which may rightly be 
exerted by the reigning monarch ? and how does it 
happen that George the Third and even George the 
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Partm. Fourth, each made his personal will or caprice tell 
on the policy of the nation in a very different way 
and degree from that in which Queen Victoria ever 
attempted to exercise personal influence over matters 
of State ? 

The answer in general terms to these and the like 
inquiries is, that the one essential principle of the 
constitution is obedience by all persons to the deliber- 
ately expressed will of the House of Commons in the 
first instance, and ultimately to the will of the nation 
as expressed through Parliament. The conventional 
code of political morality is, as already pointed out, 
merely a body of maxims meant to secure respect for 
this principle. Of these maxims some indeed — such, 
for example, as the rule that Parliament must be con- 
voked at least once a year — are so closely connected 
with the respect due to Parliamentary or national 
authority, that they will never be neglected by any 
one who is not prepared to play the part of a revolu- 
tionist ; such rules have received the undoubted stamp 
of national approval, and their observance is secured 
by the fact that whoever breaks or aids in breaking 
them will almost immediately find himself involved in 
a breach of law. Other constitutional maxims stand 
in a very different position. Their maintenance up to 
a certain point tends to secure the supremacy of Par- 
liament, but they are themselves vague, and no one 
can say to what extent the will of Parliament or the 
nation requires their rigid observance; they there- 
fore obtain only a varying and indefinite amount of 
obedience. 

Thus the rule that a Ministry who have lost the 
confidence of the House of Commons should retire 
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from oflELce is plain enough, and any permanent neglect catiapter 
of the spirit of this rule would be absolutely incon- 
sistent with Parliamentary government, and would With- 
finally involve the Minister who broke the rule in « 
acts of undoubted illegality. But when you come to common*!^ 
inquire what are the signs by which you are to know 
that the House has withdrawn its confidence from a 
Ministry, — ^whether, for example, the defeat of an 
important Ministerial measure or the smallness of 
a Ministerial majority is a certain proof that a 
Ministry ought to retire, — you ask a question which 
admits of no absolute reply.^ All that can be said 
is, that a Cabinet ought not to continue in power 
(subject, of course, to the one exception on which I 
have before dwelt®) after the expression by the House 
of Commons of a wish for the Cabinet's retirement. 

Of course, therefore, a Minister or a Ministry must 
resign if the House passes a vote of want of confi- 
dence. There are, however, a hundred signs of Par- 
liamentary disapproval which, according to circum- 
stances, either may or may not be a sufficient notice 
that a Minister ought to give up office. The essential 
thing is that the Ministry should obey the House as 
representing the nation. But the question whether 
the House of Commons has or has not indirectly inti- 
mated its will that a Cabinet should give up office is 
not a mattet as to which any definite principle can be 

^ See Hearn, Government of England ( 2 nd ed,, 1887), ch. ix, for an 
attempt to determine the circumstances under which a Ministry ought 
or ought not to keep office. See debate in House of Commons of 
24th July, 1905, for consideration of, and reference to, precedents with 
regard to the duty* of a Ministry to retire from office when they have 
lost the confidence of the House of Commons . — Park Deh,, H. of C., 

4th ser., vol. 150, col. 50. 

^ See pp. 432-438, ante. 
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Part III. 


When 
House of 
Lords 

should give 
way to 
Commons. 


laid down. Tlie difficulty wldcli now exists, in settling 
the point at which a Premier and his colleagues are 
bound to hold that they have lost the confidence of 
the House, is exactly analogous to the difficulty which 
often perplexed statesmen of the last century, of de- 
termining the point at which a Minister was bound to 
hold he had lost the then essential confidence of the 
King. The ridiculous efibrts of the Duke of New- 
castle to remain at the head of the Treasury, in spite 
of the broadest hints from Lord Bute that the time 
had come for resignation, are exactly analogous to the 
undignified persistency with which later Cabinets have 
occasionally clung to office in the face of intimations 
that the House desired a change of government. As 
long as a master does not directly dismiss a servant, 
the question whether the employer’s conduct betrays 
a wish that the servant should give notice must be an 
inquiry giving rise to doubt and discussion. And if 
there be sometimes a difficulty in determining what is 
the will of Parliament, it must often of necessity be 
still more difficult to determine what is the will of the 
nation, or, in other words, of the majority of the 
electors../ 

The general rule that the House of Lords must 
in matters of legislation ultimately give way to the 
House of Commons is one of the best -established 
maxims of modem constitutional ethics. But if any 
inquirer asks how the point at which the Peers are to 
give way is to be determined, no answer which even 
approximates to the truth can be given, except the 
very vague reply that the Upper House must give 
way whenever it is clearly proved that the will of the 
House of Commons represents the deliberate will of 
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tile nation. The nature of the proof differs under Chapter 
different circumstances.^ 

When once the true state of the case is perceived, 
it is easy to understand a matter which, on any cut- 
and-dried theory of the constitution, can only with 
difficulty be explained, namely, the relation occupied 
by modern Cabinets towards the House of Lords. It 
is certain that for more than half a century Ministries 
have constantly existed which did not command the 
confidence of the Upper House, and that such Minis- 
tries have, without meeting much opposition on the 
part of the Peers, in the main carried out a policy of 
which the Peers did not approve.® It is also certain 
that while the Peers have been forced to pass many 
bills which they disliked, they have often exercised 
large though very varying control over the course 
of legislation. Between 1834 and 1840 the Upper 
House, under the guidance of Lord Lyndhurst, re- 
peatedly and with success opposed Ministerial mea- 
sures which had passed the House of Commons. For 
many years Jews were kept out of Parliament simply 
because the Lords were not prepared to admit them. 

If you search for the real cause of this state of things, 
you will find that it was nothing else than the fact, 
constantly concealed under the misleading rhetoric of 
party warfare, that on the matters in question the 
electors were not prepared to support the Cabinet in 
taking the steps necessary to compel the submission 
of the House of Lords. On any matter upon which 
the electors are firmly resolved, a Premier, who is in 

* See Intro, pp. cxxviii et seq,n ante ; and Parliament Act, 1911, 
the text of which is given in App, sec. vi. 

2 And also from 1906 to 1914, in 1924, and from 1929-31. 
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Partm. effect the representative of the House of Commons, 
has the means of coercion, namely, by the creation of 
Peers. In a country indeed like England, things are 
rarely carried to this extreme length. The knowledge 
that a power can be exercised constantly prevents its 
being actually put in force. This is so even in private 
life ; most men pay their debts without being driven 
into court, but it were absurd to suppose that the 
possible compulsion of the courts and the sheriff has 
not a good deal to do with regularity in the pajonent 
of debts. The acquiescence of the Peers in measures 
which the Peers do not approve arises at bottom from 
the fact that the nation, under the present constitution, 
possesses the power of enforcing, through very cum- 
bersome machinery, the submission of the Peers to the 
conventional rule that the wishes of the House of 
Lords must finally give way to the decisions of the 
House of Commons. But the rule itself is vague, and 
the degree of obedience which it obtains is varying, 
because the will of the nation is often not clearly 
expressed, and further, in this as in other matters, 
is itself liable to variation. If the smoothness with 
which the constitutional arrangements of modern 
England work should, as it often does, conceal from 
us the force by which the machinery of the constitu- 
tion is kept working, we may with advantage consult 
the experience of English colonies. No better example 
can be given of the methods by which a Kepresenta- 
tive Chamber attempts in the last resort to compel the 
obedience of an Upper House than is afforded by the 
varying phases of the conflict which raged in Victoria 
during 1878 and 1879 between the two Houses of the 
Legislature. There the Lower House attempted to 



SANCTION OF CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 461 


enforce upon the Council the passing of measures Chapter 
which the Upper House did nob approve, by, in effect, 
inserting the substance of a rejected bill in the 
Appropriation BUI. The Council in turn threw out 
the Appropriation Bill. The Ministry thereupon dis- 
missed officials, magistrates, county court judges, and 
others, whom they had no longer the means to pay, 
and attempted to obtain payments out of the Treasury 
on the strength of resolutions passed solely by the 
Lower House. At this point, however, the Ministry 
came into conflict with an Act of Parliament, that is, 
with the law of the land. The contest continued 
under different forms until a change in public opinion 
finally led to the election of a Lower House which 
could act with the Council. With the result of the 
contest we are not concerned. Three points, however, 
should be noticed. The conflict was ultimately ter- 
minated in accordance with the expressed will of the 
electors; each party during its course put in force 
constitutional powers hardly ever in practice exerted 
in England ; as the Council was elective, the Ministry 
did not possess any means of producing harmony be- 
tween the two Houses by increasing the number of 
the Upper House. It is certain that if the Governor 
could have nominated members of the Council, the 
Upper House would have yielded to the will of the 
Lower, in the same way in which the Peers always 
in the last resort bow to the will of the House of 
Commons. 

How is it, again, that all the understandings why is the 
which are supposed to regulate the personal relation 
of the Crown to the actual work of government are un- 
marked by the utmost vagueness and uncertainty ? * 
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Part in. 


The matter is, to a certain extent at any rate, 
explained by the same train of thought as that which 
we have followed out in regard to the relation 
between the House of Lords and the Ministry. The 
revelations of political memoirs and the observation 
of modern public life make quite clear two points, 
both of which are curiously concealed under the mass 
of antiquated formulas which hide from view the real 
working of our institutions. The first is, that while 
every act of State is done in the name of the Crown, 
the real executive government of England is the 
Cabinet. The second is, that though the Crown 
has no real concern in a vast number of the trans- 
actions which take place under the Eoyal name, no 
one of the Kiug’s predecessors, nor, it may be 
presumed, the King himself, has ever acted upon 
or affected to act upon the maxim originated by 
Thiers, that “ the King reigns but does not govern.” 
George the Third took a leading part in the work 
of administration ; his two sons, each in different 
degrees and in different ways, made their personal 
will and predilections tell on the government of the 
country. No one really supposes that there is not 
a sphere, though a vaguely defined sphere, in which 
the personal will of the Kin g has under the consti- 
tution very considerable influence. The strangeness 
of this state of things is, or rather would be to any one 
who had not been accustomed from his youth to the 
mystery and formalism of English constitutionalism, , 
that the rules or customs which regulate the personal 
action of the Crown are utterly vague and undefined. 
The reason of this will, however, be obvious to any one 
who has followed these chapters. The personal in- 
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fluence of tlie Crown exists, not because acts of State Chapter 
are done formally in the Crown’s name, but because 
neither the legal sovereign power, namely Parliament, 
nor the political sovereign, namely the nation, wishes 
that the reigning monarch should be without personal 
weight in the government of the country. The 
customs or understandings which regulate or control 
the exercise of the King’s personal influence are 
vague and indefinite, both because statesmen feel that 
the matter is one hardly to be dealt with by precise 
rules, and because no human being knows how far 
and to what extent the nation wishes that the voice 
of the reigning monarch should command attention.^ 

All that can be asserted with certainty is, that on this 
matter the practice of the Crown and the wishes of 
the nation have from time to time varied. George 
the Third made no use of the so-called veto which 
had been used by William the Third; but he more 
than once insisted upon his will being obeyed in 
matters of the highest importance. None of his 
successors have after the manner of George the 
Third made their personal will decisive as to general 
measures of policy. In small things as much as in 
great one can discern a tendency to transfer to the 
Cabinet powers once actually exercised by the King. 

The scene between Jeanie Deans and Queen Caroline 
is a true picture of a scene which might have taken 
place under George the Second ; George the Third’s 
firmness secured the execution of Dr. Dodd. At 
the present day the right of pardon belongs in fact 

^ See Evatt, The. King and his Dominion Governors (1936), for a 
plea for the formulation of conventional rules which determine the 
Sovereign’s exercise of his powers. 
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Partin, to the Horae Secretary. A modern Jeanie Deans 
would be referred to the Home Office ; the question 
whether a popular preacher should pay the penalty 
of his crimes would now, with no great advantage 
to the country, be answered, not by the King, but 
by the Cabinet. 

The effect What, again, is the real effect produced by the 
lug pre- survival of prerogative powers ? 
of&olm Here we must distinguish two different things, 
namely, the way in which the existence of the 
prerogative affects the personal influence of the 
King, and the way in which it affects the power of 
the executive government. 

The fact that all important acts of State are done 
in the name of the King^ and in most cases with the 
cognisance of the King, and that many of these acts, 
such, for example, as the appointment of judges or the 
creation of bishops, or the conduct of negotiations 
with foreign powers and the like, are exempt from 
the direct control or supervision of Parliament, gives 
the reigning monarch an opportunity for exercising 
great influence on the conduct of affairs ; and 
Bagehot has marked out, with his usual subtlety, the 
mode in which the mere necessity under which 
Ministers are placed of consulting with and giving 
information to the King secures a wide sphere for the 
exercise of legitimate influence by a constitutional 
ruler. 

But though it were a great error to underrate the 
extent to which the formal authority of the Crown 
confers real power upon the King, the far more 

1 This is no longer true even of some Departments of the Central 
Government, t.g. Ministry of Health. — ^E d. 
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important matter is to notice the way in which the Chaptw 
survival of the prerogative affects the position of the 
Cabinet. It leaves in the hands of the Premier and 
his colleagues, large powers which can be exercised, 
and constantly are exercised, free from Parliamentary 
control. This is especially the case in all foreign 
affairs. Parliament may censure a Ministry for mis- 
conduct in regard to the foreign policy of the country. 

But a treaty made by the Crown, or in fact by the 
Cabinet, is valid without the authority or sanction of 
Parliament ; and it is even open to question whether 
the treaty-making power of the executive might not 
in some cases override the law of the land.^ However 
this may be, it is not Parliament, but the Ministry, 
who direct the diplomacy of the nation, and virtually 
decide all questions of peace or war. The founders of 
the American Union showed their full appreciation of 
the latitude left to the executive government under 
the English constitution by one of the most remark- 
able of their innovations upon it. They lodged the 
treaty-making power in the hands, not of the 
President, but of the President and the Senate ; and 
further gave to the Senate a right of veto on 
Presidential appointments to office. These arrange- 
ments supply a valuable illustration of the way in 
which restrictions on the prerogative become re- 

^ The ParUraent Edge (1879) 4 P.D. 129 ; on appeal (1880) 

6 P.D. 197. “ Whether the power [of the Crown to compel its subjects 

“ to obey the provisions of a treaty] does exist in the case of treaties of 
“ peace, and whether if so it exists equally in the case of treaties akin 
“ to a treaty of peace, or whether in both or either of these cases inter- 
“ ference with private rights can be authorised otherwise than by the 
“legislature, are grave questions upon which their Lordships do not 
“find it necessary to express an opinion .” — Walker v. Baird [1892] 

A.C. 491, at p. 497 ; K. & L. 310, at p. 312. 
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Paxtm. strictions on the discretionary authority of the 
executive. Were the House of Lords to have con- 
ferred upon it by statute the rights of the Senate> 
the change in our institutions would be described 
with technical correctness as the limitation of the 
prerogative of the Crown as regards the making of 
treaties and of official appointments. But the true 
effect of the constitutional innovation would be to 
place a legal cheek on the discretionary powers of 
' the Cabinet. 

The survival of the prerogative, conferring as it 
does wide discretionary authority upon the Cabinet, 
involves a consequence which constantly escapes 
attention. It immensely increases the authority of 
the House of Commons, and ultimately of the con- 
stituencies by which that House is returned. Minis- 
ters must in the exercise of all discretionary powers 
inevitably obey the predominant authority in the 
State. When the King was the chief member of 
the sovereign body. Ministers were in fact no less than 
in name the King’s servants. At periods of our 
history when the Peers were the most influential 
body in the country, the conduct of the Ministry 
represented with more or less fidelity the wishes of 
the Peerage. Now that the House of Commons 
has become by far the most important part of the 
sovereign body, the Ministry in all matters of dis- 
cretion carry out, or tend to carry out, the will of the 
House. When however the Cabinet cannot act except 
by means of legislation, other considerations come 
into play. A law requires the sanction of the House 
of Lords. No government can increase its statutory 
authority without obtaining the sanction of the Upper 
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Chamber. Thus an Act of Parliament wben passed Chaptei 
represents, not the absolute wishes of the House of 
Commons, but these wishes as modified by the in- 
fluence of the House of Lords. The Peers no doubt 
will in the long run conform to the wishes of the 
electorate. But the Peers may think that the electors 
will disapprove of, or at any rate be indifferent to, a 
bill which meets with the approval of the House of 
Commons. Hence while every action of the Cabinet 
which is done in virtue of the prerogative is in fact 
though not in name under the direct control of the 
representative chamber, all powers which can be 
exercised only in virtue of a statute are more or less 
controlled in their creation by the will of the House 
of Lords ; they are further controlled in their exercise 
by the interference of the courts. One example, • 
taken from the history of recent years, illustrates 
the practical effect of this difference.^ In 1872 the 
Ministry of the day carried a bill through the House 
of Commons abolishing the system of purchase in the 
army. The bill was rejected by the Lords : the 
Cabinet then discovered that purchase could be 
abolished by Royal warrant, i.e. by something very 
like the exercise of the prerogative.* The system 
was then and there abolished. The change, it will 
probably be conceded, met with the approval, not 
only of the Commons, but of the electors. But it will 
equally be conceded that had the alteration required 

^ On this subject there are remarks worth noting in Stephen, 

Lijt of Fawcett (1885), pp. 271, 272. 

Purchase was not abolished by the prerogative in the ordinary 
legal sense of the term. A statute prohibited the sale ot ollices 
except in so far as might be authorised in the case of the army by 
Koyal warrant. When therefore the warrant authorising the sale was 
cancelled, the statute took effect. 
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Partin, statutory authority the system of purchase might 
have continued in force up to the present day. 
The existence of the prerogative enabled the Ministry 
in this particular instance to give immediate effect to 
the wishes of the electors, and this is the result vs^hich, 
under the circumstances of modern politics, the survival 
of the prerogative will in every instance produce. The 
prerogatives of the Crown have become the privileges 
of the people, and any one who wants to see how widely 
these privileges may conceivably be stretched as the 
House of Commons becomes more and more the direct 
representative of the true sovereign, should weigh well 
the words in which Bagehot describes the powers 
which can stiU legally be exercised by the Crown 
without consulting Parliament ; and should remember 
. that these powers can now be exercised by a Cabinet 
who are really servants, not of the Crown, but of a 
representative chamber which in its turn obeys the 
behests of the electors. 

“ I said in this book that it would very much sur- 
“ prise people if they were only told how many things 
“ the Queen could do without consulting Parliament, 
“ and it certainly has so proved, for when the Queen 
“abolished purchase in the army by an act of pre- 
“rogative (after the Lords had rejected the bill for 
“ doing so), there was a great and general astonishment. 

“ But this is nothing to what the Queen can by law 
“ do without consulting Parliament. Not to mention 
“other things, she could disband the army (by law 
“she cannot engage more than a certain number of 
“ men, but she is not obliged to engage any men) ; 
“ she could dismiss all the officers, from the General 
“commanding-in-chief downwards; she could dis- 
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“ miss all the sailors too ; she could sell ofE all our Chapter 

Y\7 

“ ships -of -war and all our naval stores; she could 
“ make a peace by the sacrifice of Cornwall, and begin 
“ a war for the conquest of Brittany. She could make 
“every citizen in the United Kingdom, male or 
“female, a peer; she could make every parish in 
“ the United Kingdom a ‘ university ' ; she could 
“ dismiss most of the civil servants ; she could pardon 
“all offenders. In a word, the Queen could by 
“ prerogative upset all the action of civil govern- 
“ment within the government, could disgrace the 
“nation by a bad war or peace, and could, by dis- 
“ banding our forces, whether land or sea, leave us 
“ defenceless against foreign nations.” ^ 

If government by Parliament is ever transformed 
into government by the House of Commons, the 
transformation will, it may be conjectured, be 
effected by use of the prerogatives of the Crown.® 

Let us cast back a glance for a moment at the Conoiusiou 
results which we have obtained by surveying the 
English constitution from its legal side. 

The constitution when thus looked at ceases to 
appear a “ sort of maze ” ; it is seen to consist of two 
different parts ; the one part is made up of under- 
standings, customs, or conventions which, not being 
enforced by the courts, are in no true sense of the word 
laws ; the other part is made up of rules which are 

Bagehot, English Constitution (1872 ed.), Intro, pp. xxxv, xxxvi. 

2 Or. as in 1832 and 1911, by the threat of its use, e,g, to create 
peers. See Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), pp. 319-338, esp. 
p. 335. 

Dicey, by modern standards, over-emphasises in these pages the 
importance of the prerogative. Modern government is a matter 
largely of statutory power. — Ed. 
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Part m. enforced by tie courts, and wiici, wietier embodied 
in statutes or not, are laws in tie strictest sense 
of tie term, and make up tie true law of tie 
constitution. 

Tiis law of tie constitution is, we have further 
found, in spite of all appearances to tie contrary, the 
true foundation on which tie English polity rests, and 
it gives in truth even to tie conventional element of 
constitutional law such force as it really possesses.^ 

The law of the constitution, again, is in all its 
branches the result of two guiding principles, which 
have been gradually worked out by the more or less 
conscious efforts of generations of English statesmen 
and lawyers. 

The first of these principles is the sovereignty of 
Parliament, which means in effect the gradual transfer 
of power from the Crown to a body which has come 
more and more to represent the nation.^ This curious 

^ See pp. 439-454. ante. 

2 A few words may be in place as to the method by which this 
transfer was accomplished. The leaders of the English people in 
their contests with Royal power never attempted, except in periods 
of revolutionary violence, to destroy or dissipate the authority of 
the Crown as head of the State. Their policy, continued through 
centuries, was to leave the power of the King untouched, but to 
bind down the action of the Crown to recognised modes of procedure 
which, if observed, would secure first the supremacy of the law, and 
ultimately the sovereignty of the nation. The King was acknowledged 
to be supreme judge, but it was early established that he could act 
judicially only inland through his courts; the King was recognised 
as the only legislator, but he could enact no valid law except as King 
in Parliament ; the King held in his hands all the prerogatives of the 
executive government, but, as was after long struggles determined, he 
could legally exercise these prerogatives only through Ministers who 
were members of his Council, and incurred responsibility for his acts. 
Thus the personal will of the King was gradually identified with and 
transformed into the lawful and legally expressed will of the Crown. 
This transformation was based upon the constant use of fictions. It 
bears on its face that it was the invention of lawyers. If proof of this 
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process, by wbicb tbe personal authority of the King 
has been turned into the sovereignty of the King in 
Parliament, has had two effects : it has put an end to 
the arbitrary powers of the monarch ; it has preserved 
intact and undiminished the supreme authority of the 
State. 

The second of these principles is what I have 
called the “ rule of law,” or the supremacy throughout 
all our institutions of the ordinary law of the land. 
This rule of law, which means at bottom the right of 
the courts to punish any illegal act by whomsoever 
committed, is of the very essence of English institu- 
tions. If the sovereignty of Parliament gives the 
form, the supremacy of the law of the land determines 
the substance of our constitution. The English con- 
stitution in short, which appears when looked at 
from one point of view to be a mere collection of 
practices or customs, turns out, when examined in 
its legal aspect, to be more truly than any other 
polity in the world, except the ■ Constitution of the 
United States,^ based on the law of the land. 

When we see what are the principles which truly 


were wanted, the author found it in the fact that the “ Parliaments ” of 
Franc© towards the end of the eighteenth century tried to use against 
the fully-developed despotism of the French monarchy, fictions 
recalling the arts by which, at a far earlier period, English constitu- 
tionalists had nominally checked the encroachments, while really 
diminishing the sphere, of the royal prerogative. Legal statesmanship 
bears everywhere the same character. See Rocquain, Ueaprit rivolu- 
tionnaire avant la Rivolvtion (1878). 

^ The constitution of the United States, as it actually exists, rests 
to a considerable extent on case law. 

Marshall, C.J., as the “ expounder of the constitution,” may almost 
be reckoned among the builders, if not the founders, of the American 
policy. See for a collection of his judgments on constitutional questions. 
The Writings of John Marshall on the Federal Constitution (1839), 


Chapter 

XV. 



472 LAW AND CONVENTIONS OF CONSTITUTION 


Partin, underlie tlie English polity, we also perceive how 

rarely they have been followed by forei^ statesmen 

wbo more or less intended to copy the constitution of 
England. The sovereignty of Parliament is an idea 
fundamentally inconsistent with the notions which 
govern the inflesible or rigid constitutions existing in 
by far the most important of the countries which 
have adopted any scheme of representative govern- 
ment. The “ rule of law ” is a conception which in 
the United States indeed has received a development 
beyond that which it has reached in England ; but 
it is an idea not so much unknown to as deliberately 
rejected by the constitution -makers of France, and 
of other continental countries which have followed 
French guidance. For the supremacy of the law of 
the land means in the last resort the right of the 
judges to control the executive government, whilst 
the separation des pcmvoirs means, as construed by 
Frenchmen, the right of the government to control 
the judges. The authority of the Courts of Law as 
understood in England can therefore hardly coexist 
with the system of droit administratif as it prevails 
in France. We may perhaps even go so far as to say 
that English legalism is hardly consistent with the 
existence of an ojficial body which bears any true 
resemblance to what foreigners call “ the administra- 
tion.” To say this is not to assert that foreign 
forms of government are necessarily inferior to the 
English constitution, or unsuited for a civilised and 
free people. All that necessarily results from an 
analysis of our institutions, and a comparison of them 
with the institutions of foreign countries, is, that the 
English constitution is still marked, far more deeply 
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than is generally supposed, by peculiar features, and Chapter 
that these peculiar characteristics may be summed up 
in the combination of Parliamentary Sovereignty with 
the Rule of Law.^ 

^ Compare Intro, pp. cxxxvi et seq.y ante ; Jennings, Cabinet Govern^ 
mewi (1936), pp. 3-5 ; The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), pp. 123 
et seq. The objections to the contentions advanced in this chapter 
are that many conventions are unsupported by law, that it is a fallacy 
to assume that law can be enforced against a Government, that it is 
difficult to determine in many cases what is the line between law and 
convention. Jennings concludes that a Government obeys a rule, 
whether law or convention, because it is concerned with the attitude 
of the House of Commons to its proposed action. — ^En. 
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SECTION I 
Administrative Law 

(1) INTRODUCTION 

No part of TJie Law of the Constitution has been so vigorously 
attacked as that containing the author’s claim that the rule 
of law saved England from what he regarded as the tyraimy 
of administrative law {droit administratif) in France. It 
has been pointed out in the Preface ^ that by administrative 
law Dicey meant, not the whole body of the law relating to 
administration, but a single aspect of it, namely, administrative 
jurisdiction {contentieux administratif)^ to the exclusion even 
of control by the civil and criminal law. 

Droit administratif, as it exists in France, is not the sum of 
the powers possessed or of the functions discharged by the 
administration ; it is rather the sum of the principles which 
govern the relation between French citizens, as individuals, 
and the administration as the representative of the State. Here 
we touch upon the fundamental difference between English and 
French ideas. In England the powers of the Crown and its 
servants may from time to time be increased as they may also 
be diminished. But these powers, whatever they are, must be 
exercised in accordance with the ordinary common law principles 
which govern the relation of one Englishman to another.^ 

But Dicey admitted after 1901 that he took his ideas of 
the nature and existence of administrative law from de 
Tocqueville. The latter by his own admission ^ knew little 

^ P. xvii and p. 497, post ® P. 387, ante* 

® P. 392, ante; cited (Euvres completes (14th ed., 1864), vol. vii, p. 66. 
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or nothing of the actual working of droit administratif in his 
own day. He viewed the system rather as an historian of 
the ancien regime. There is some evidence that Dicey had 
changed his views towards the end of his life as regards the 
merits of the French system, but none that he accepted the 
view prevalent to-day that contentieux administratif forms 
a small but important part of the whole.^ The argument 
which appears in the text is that the legalism of the English 
system of law which is * characterised by the unrestricted 
jurisdiction of the High Court was in marked contrast to the 
protection which continental systems of law, and the French 
in particular, afforded to officials by sheltering them from 
habihty in ordinary courts and making them amenable, if 
at all, to administrative tribunals. Dicey presented a for- 
midable case against the irresponsibihty in law of the 
officers of the administration in France. This he based upon 
their exemption from process in the ordinary civil courts in 
respect of official acts.^ It is to be observed that he passed 
over the immunities which gave the Crown and the Govern- 
ment Departments the privileged position in EngKsh law 
which they continue to enjoy. 

Dicey was historically correct up to a point (1848), but 
it must be admitted that he failed to interpret the true 
nature of the Oonseil d’Etat, the highest administrative 
court, as it was at the end of the nineteenth century. Even 
before the reforms of 1872 the Conseil d'Etat in its special 
co mmit tee known as the Comite de Contentieux had developed 
into a judicial body which gave judgments rather than 
advice. The parallel with our Judicial Committee of the 
Privy Council is in point. For that body, long since a court 
in all but ij.ame, continues to this day to give judgments in 
the form of advice to His Majesty in full Council. The 

1 For Dicey’s later views see Intro, pp. Ixxxvi et aeq., ante, and Law 
Qmr^rly Review, vol. xvii (1901), pp. 302-318, for his article “ Droit Ad- 
ministratif in Modern French Law,” especially at p. 308, where he acknow- 
ledges that he was misled by the older French writers. “ Hence the 
older authorities, such as Vivien, though of deserved reputation, cannot 
be relied upon, as the present writer did rely upon them, for giving an 
accurate picture of the working of droit administratif at the end of the 
19th century.” 

® See pp. 194 ei seq., ante. 
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essential difference between the views held regarding the 
administrative law of France before and after 1848 was that 
the writers of the earlier period failed to draw a clear distinc- 
tion between administrative law and administrative adjudica- 
tion. A system of administrative law does not depend upon 
the existence of a separate system of tribunals exercising 
judicial control over officials in their relations with the private 
citizen, though there were, as Dicey fully described, historical 
reasons in France for the separation of civil and administra- 
tive courts. Even so it does not follow that persons employed 
by the State acquire as a result exemption from legal liability.^ 

The protection of the individual against the adminis- 
tration depends less upon the tribunal than, as Professor 
Borchard has expressed it,^ “ on the mores of a particular 
community as reflected in the political instruments it creates. 
Starting from varying historical foundations and premises 
the German, French, English and American systems devel- 
oped in the beginning of the nineteenth century different 
forms of control over those who wielded governmental 
powers.” In France the courts as successors of the Parlia- 
ments which before 1789 were both courts of justice and 
administrative bodies were suspect. In England they were 
regarded as the safeguard against a return to the seventeenth- 
century despotism of the Crown. Hence the growth of 
administrative tribunals in the one country and their avoid- 
ance in the other. 

In order to arrive at a conclusion on the controversy it 
is necessary to consider — 

(i) Whether there (a) existed in 1885 and (6) exists to-day 
in the United Kingdom ® administrative law by whatever 
name disguised. 

(ii) The nature of droit administratif in France. 

^ Jennings points out that the passage on p. 195 in later editions 
reads : “ are, or have been . . . exempted from the ordinary law of the 
land .” — The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), p. 210. 

^ Iowa Law Ueview^ vol. xviii (1933), “ A Symposium upon Adminis- 
trative Law,” at p. 134. 

3 The separate features of Soots law are omitted, but, as nearly all 
administrative law is contained in statutes of recent date, the differences 
are not fundamental, 
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(iii) The liability of governmental organs and their officers 
in English law. 

Before turning to a consideration of these questions the 
scope of administrative law must be examined. Jeze has 
defined it as ‘‘ V ensemble des regies relatives avx services 
'publics'"'^ Hauriou’s definition is rather more explicit— 
cette branche du droit public qui regie V organisation et 
Vactivite d la fois juridique et technique des administrations 
publiques, y compris Vexercice de leurs prerogatives'" 2 
Jennings uses equally wide terms : “ Administrative law 
is the law relating to the Administration. It determines 
the organisation, powers and duties of administrative 
authorities.” ^ French writers, infiuenced by the presence 
of a strong administrative court for several generations in 
the Oonseil d'Etat, have long since reduced the field to a 
system upon which generalisation has been possible. Anglo- 
American legal literature has shown emphasis in special 
directions. In the United States ^ Goodnow was particularly 
interested in the law of officials, but his interests included 
remedies and, to a less extent, powers. It is in the field of 
powers that Freund has excelled. The well-known case 
book of Professor Frankfurter deals with separation and 
delegation of powers and judicial review of administrative 
action,® It has been described as the most highly specialised 
of American books on constitutional law. Frankfurter’s 
description of administrative law shows where his interest 
has lain — the law covering the fields of legal control exercised 
by law-administering agencies other than courts and the 
field of control exercised by courts over such agencies. 
English writers until recently have been overwhelmingly 
influenced by Dicey. It is remarkable that so little attention 
has been paid to the views of his famous Cambridge con- 
temporary, Maitland. They are, in the light of the recent 
recognition of the breadth of the subject, of the greatest 

^ Les Principes generaux du Droit administratif (3rd ed., 1925), p. 1. 

2 Precis dUmentaire de Droit administratif (14th ed., 1938), p 14 
® Jennings, op. ciL, p. 194. 

^ See Iowa Law Review, vol. xvii (1933), pp. 233-240. 

r * Davison, Cases and other Material on Administrative 

Law (1932). 
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interest, spoken as they were in 1887-88.^ One of the 
passages from his lectures will suffice to show the extent of 
his vision : 

I do think it worth our while just to see that there are these 
vast tracts of modern constitutional law, though we can do 
little more than barely state their existence. I say of constitu- 
tional law, for it seems to me impossible so to define con- 
stitutional law that it shall not include the constitution of 
every organ of government whether it be central or local, whether 
it be sovereign or subordinate. It must deal not only with the 
king, the parliament, the privy council, but also with the justices 
of the peace, the guardians of the poor, the boards of health, 
the school boards, and again with the constitution of the 
Treasury, of the Education Department, of the courts of law. 
Naturally it is with the more exalted parts of the subject that 
we are chiefly concerned ; they are the more intelligible and the 
more elementary : but we must not take a part for the whole or 
suppose that matters are unimportant because we have not 
yet had time to explore them thoroughly. Year by year the 
subordinate government of England is becoming more and more 
important. The new movement set in with the Reform Bill of 
1832 : it has gone far already and assuredly it will go farther. 
We are becoming a much governed nation, governed by all 
manner of councils and boards and officers, central and local, 
high and low, exercising the powers which have been committed 
to them by modern statutes. ^ 

Nor does he hesitate to speak of administrative law, 
though his distinction between the fields of constitutional 
and of administrative law cannot be accepted to-day.^ 

Maitland begins his consideration of the definition of 
constitutional law by referring to those of Austin and 
Holland. The former regarded administrative law as deter- 
mining “ the ends and modes to and in which the sovereign 
powers shall be exercised ; shall be exercised directly by 
the monarch or sovereign member, or shall be exercised 
directly by the subordinate political superiors to whom 
portions of those powers are delegated or committed in 

^ See '^Consiitutiojial History of England (1908), pp. 405-407, 415, 500- 
501, 533-535. 

® Op. ciL, pp. 500-501. 

® See Jennings, Principles of Local Government Law (1931), pp. 30-35. 
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trust.’* ^ There is no need here to follow Austin into his 
classification of the powers of the sovereign as positive 
morality and those of his subordinates as positive law. But 
it is clear that all the functions of the political sovereign 
were for him embraced by the term, administrative law. 
This is wider than the accepted scope of the subject to-day, 
namely, that part of constitutional law which relates to the 
administration, thereby excluding Parliament and the courts, 
except so far as the former confers, and the latter control, 
the exercise of powers by the Administration. 

Holland gives administrative law as the second of his 
six divisions of public law. The first is constitutional law 
which deals with structure, administrative law being con- 
cerned with function. But, as Maitland indicated, Holland’s 
ultimate opinion inclined to the inclusion of the broader 
rules which regulate function under constitutional law. 
Thus the royal prerogative was included under constitutional 
law and excluded from administrative law. It was long after 
the days of Holland and Maitland that the error of this was 
pointed out.^ Even when Port has accurately defined the 
scope of administrative law as coinciding with administrative 
powers and duties, he devotes his two chapters on English 
administrative law to delegated legislation and adjudication 
by administrative bodies. Two years earlier Robson in his 
Justice and Administrative Law understands by the term the 
jurisdiction of a judicial nature exercised by administrative 
agencies over the rights and property of citizens and corporate 
bodies. Keir and Lawson in their Cases in Constitutional 
Law devote chapters to the judicial control of public 
authorities and remedies against the Crown.® The index 
shows that, while a substantial part of the former chapter is 
devoted to administrative adjudication, no place is found for 
administrative law or droit administratif as a whole. New 
editions of the older books, such as Anson and Ridges, are 
even more conservative in their outlook. The former omits 
all reference to the subject except a short passage on the 

1 Austin, Jurisprudence (ed. 1873), vol. i, p. 73. 

* See Port, Administrative Law ch. i; Jennines, op, cit.^ pn. 30-35. 

® 2nd ed. (1933), ch. v and vi. 
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Ministers’ Powers Report, and a still scantier mention of 
control by prerogative writ.^ The latest edition of Ridges, like 
Anson, the work of Professor Keith, states on the first page 
that it is logically impossible to distinguish administrative 
from constitutional law, but later in a single paragraph on 
djroit administratif in the sense of administrative adjudica- 
tion is content with a footnote admitting that this, of 
course, is only one aspect of administrative law.” ^ The 
preface goes further, the classical doctrine of the rule of 
law must now be modified and due recognition accorded to 
administrative law as an essential part of constitutional 
law.” Notwithstanding this, local government continues to 
figure in a wholly subordinate position in the same short 
chapter as the Channel Isles and the Isle of Man. The 
Report of the Committee on Ministers’ Powers was only 
concerned with the subject as limited by Dr. Port’s two 
chapters. The present writer followed the Ministers’ Powers 
Committee closely, though he warned his readers that public 
administration did not involve principally legislation or 
adjudication.® He also included a chapter on judicial control 
of public authorities. 

There is no doubt that the influence of Dicey is partly 
responsible for this attitude to administrative law on the 
part of English text-book writers. Theic acceptance, even in 
modified form, of his exposition of the rule of law, has not 
only engendered a misunderstanding of the scope of droit 
administratif i but driven them to explain (and the present 
writer pleads guilty to this charge) as exceptions to the rule 
of law, such topics as the immunities of the Crown, the 
Public Authorities Protection Act, the legislative and judicial 
powers of officials. But the time has now come to drop any 
pretence that the law of public administration, by central, 
local or independent authorities is anything more or less than 
administrative law in the sense used by Hauriou and Jeze 

1 Vol. ii, TU Crown (4th ed., Keith, 1935). 

2 6th ed., p. 32. 

® Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1935), p. 304, and 
pp. 332 et seq. Delegated legislation is not discussed in this Appendix. 
See Ministers’ Powers Report, s, ii; and Willis, The Parliamentary Powers 
of the English Government Departments (1933). 
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and numerous continental writers.^ The organisation, the 
methods, the powers (whether styled administrative, legisla- 
tive or judicial), and the control by higher administrative or 
by judicial authority of aU public authorities is the ambit 
of administrative law in the United Kingdom.^ 


(2) ADMINISTKATIVE LAW IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 

Dicey asserted that the words administrative law ’’ 
were unknown to English judges and counsel. He would 
not have denied that the law relating to the Army and the 
Public Revenue, which he discussed in Part ii of this book, 
belonged to constitutional law. Yet these are branches of 
law dealing with the organisation and powers of public 
authorities just as does administrative law in the continental 
sense. Had he been commenting upon a constitution 
formulated in a code, he would have found that these topics 
were dealt with separately from that code. So it is with 
the constitution of the United Kingdom. The Bill of Rights 
denies to the Crown a standing army within the realm and 
the right to tax without the consent of Parliament. The 
legislature provides by separate enactments for the main- 
tenance, discipline and payment of the military forces, as 
well as providing a substantial volume of statute law relating 
to taxation, e,g. Customs Consolidation Act, 1876, Income 
Tax Act, 1918, and successive Finance Acts. The subject- 
matter of these enactments would under a constitutional 
code be separated from the constitution itself. With our 
imwritten constitution there is a branch of public law, part 
of constitutional law, dealing with the detailed work of 
administration, as well as with fundamentals. The latter in 
a written constitution are contained in the code ; the former 
is found elsewhere whether in legislation or administrative 

1 Hauriou, op» cit,, p. 10, distinguishes broadly the administrative 
function which “ consiste essentiellement d faire les affaires courantes du 
public^^ from the governmental function which consiste d resoudre les 
affaires exceptionnelhs qui interessent Vunite politique et d veiller aux grands 
inter its nationauxP 

® Cf. Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), ch. vi, 
especially the important note on pp. 216, 216. 
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decree. In France this branch of public law is not, unlike 
the civil, criminal and commercial law, codified. With us 
it was contained in Dicey’s day in a large number of statutes. 
To-day chaos has given place to a series, as yet incomplete, 
of codified Acts like the Public Health Act, 1936, the Local 
Government Act, 1933, the Housing Act, 1936, the National 
Health Insurance Act, 1936, the Unemployment Insurance 
Act, 1935. Even in 1885 there were on the statute book the 
then recent Municipal Corporations Act, 1882, the Army Act, 
1881, the Customs Consolidation Act, 1876, the Exchequer 
and Audit Act, 1866, and in particular the Public Health Act, 
1875. In addition to public health ^ there was a complete 
law of highways and of poor law and a rudimentary law of 
housing and of education. 

It is a temptation to argue that pubhc law has altered in 
character because, with the growth of State activity, dele- 
gated legislation and the exercise of judicial functions by 
administrative bodies have increased. The true view is that 
public attention was fixed upon these aspects of public law 
by Dicey’s exposition of the rule of law, which itself was 
founded on an application of the doctrine of the separation 
of powers, inherited from the balanced constitution of the 
eighteenth century. Dicey emphasised individual liberty 
and criticised administrative discretion, but he did not deal 
with the administrative system as such. Nor did he clearly 
distinguish between discretion given to officials by statute and 
the arbitrary discretion which the Crown of old had claimed. 

The nature of administrative law may be made clearer 
by considering how this branch of constitutional law developed 
after the Eevolution of 1688-1689. The Bill of Rights, with 
which must be read its complement the Act of Settlement, 
is a statute of major importance ; it is technically of no 
greater effect than any other statute, in that its provisions 
are subject to repeal by an Act of any succeeding Parliament. 
Some of its provisions have been so repealed. But it con- 
tains a number of statements of constitutional principle which 
remain to this day, of which the following are a selection : 

^ Glen, Public Health (1902 ed.), contained 450 pages of close print 
enacted before 1895, anart from the Public Health Acts proper. 
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The Bill of Rights, 1689 

That the pretended power of suspending of laws or the 
execution of laws by regal authority without consent of 
parliament is illegal. 

That the pretended power of dispensing with laws or the 
execution of laws by regal authority as it hath been assumed 
and exercised of late is illegal. 

That the commission for erecting the late court of commis- 
sioners for ecclesiastical causes and all other commissions and 
courts of like nature are illegal and pernicious. 

That the levying money for or to the use of the crown by 
pretence of prerogative without grant of parliament for longer 
time or in other manner than the same is or shall be granted is 
illegal. 

That the raising or keeping a standing army within the 
kingdom in time of peace unless it be with consent of parliament 
is against law. 

That the freedom of speech and debates or proceedings in 
parliament ought not to be impeached or questioned in any court 
or place out of parliament. 

That excessive bail ought not to be . required nor excessive 
fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted. 

And that for redress of all grievances and for the amending, 
strengthening and preserving of the laws parliaments ought to 
be held frequently. 


The Act of Settlement, 1701 

. That whosoever shall hereafter come to the possession of this 
Crown shall join in communion with the Church of England as 
by law established. 

That in case the crown and imperial dignity of this realm 
shall hereafter come to any person, not being a native of this 
kingdom of England, this nation be not obliged to engage in 
any war or the defence of any dominions or territories which 
do not belong to the Crown of England, without consent of 
parliament. 

That after the said limitation shall take effect as aforesaid, 
judges’ commissions be made guam diu se hene gesserint, and 
their salaries ascertained and established, but upon the address 
of both houses of parliament it may be lawful to remove them. 

That no pardon under the great seal of England be pleadable 
to an impeachment by the commons in parliament. 
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The Bill of Rights by which the King accepted the claims 
of Parliament was the only alternative to revolution. It 
resolved the conflict between the claims of the Stuarts, who 
had failed to recognise that powers of government were 
passing into other hands than those of the Sovereign and his 
court, and the claims of the landed and commercial classes now 
growing in strength. But as yet the fundamental principles 
which govern constitutional powers remained undetermined. 
This solution involved the restriction of prerogative rights. 
But the prerogative as an instrument of government was not 
destroyed. The reconciliation of the claims of the common 
law and Parliament to legal supremacy meant the defeat of 
the third claimant, the Crown. This was the result of the 
alliance of Coke and his colleagues of the common law with 
Parliament. Had the issue been differently decided, our 
public law would have developed under the prerogative. The 
later growth of ministerial responsibility to Parliament might 
have brought the prerogative under political control of the 
legislature, but there would have been no legal control 
through the courts. As it was, the prerogative was curtailed, 
but not destroyed, in 1689, For the future, governmental 
power could only be enlarged by Parliament ; but the pre- 
rogative remained effective — chiefly in the hands of the King’s 
Ministers after the accession of George I — in those fields 
where it still predominates, namely, foreign affairs, patronage, 
disposition of the armed forces, and, of course, in the summon- 
ing and dissolution of Parliament. Prerogatives remained 
with the Head of the State, but the means for enlarging and 
for curtailing these prerogatives rested with Parliament. 
Subsequent events have led to Parliament authorising a 
volume of public law relating to administration in an ever 
^ increasing field. It is this volume of law which constitutes 
administrative law in the main. For in bulk the volume far 
exceeds the extent of the remaining administrative functions 
which fall under the royal prerogative. This development, 
being achieved by the grant of statutory powers, has enabled 
the courts by applying the vXtm vires rule — a comparatively 
new doctrine — ^to control administrative activity. 

Nor was administration in the eighteenth century solely 
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a matter of prerogative. The powers given by Parliament 
to the Commissioners of Customs and Excise attracted 
the criticisms of Blackstone.^ Holdsworth recalls that Dr. 
Johnson’s definition of excise nearly drew upon him a prosecu- 
tion for Hbel.^ The Finance Acts of the eighteenth century 
imposed numerous duties upon officials of the Exchequer. 
But it is necessary to look beyond what Maitland called the 
showy parts of the constitution to realise that in England 
there never has been a complete separation of the adminis- 
tration and the judiciary. In the justice of the peace the 
two were for centuries inextricably blended. The Court of 
Chancery has always exercised a wide discretion as to the 
administration of property. Freed from the control of the 
Privy Council, which had exercised for a while effective 
control, especially over the poor law in the period from 
1690 to 1640, the justice of the peace exercised more or less 
autonomously wide adminstrative powers. This state of 
affairs continued in rural England right down to Dicey’s 
own time. Maitland wrote somewhat gloomily of the re- 
moval of these powers to the new County Councils by the 
Local Government Act, 1888.® He saw virtue in the fact 
that the judicial discretion exercised on the local bench 
permeated the numerous ministerial activities of the justices. 
These unpaid magistrates were the chief administrators of 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries ; they were 
controlled only by the Court of King’s Bench. Suspicion 
naturally arose when their work was transferred to untried 
elected bodies with paid officials responsible for the actual 
work of administration. But the transfer made it clearer 
that administrative law existed. Ever since the Reform 
Act, 1832, the creation of innumerable bodies, like the poor 
law guardians, health boards, highway boards, school boards 
and burial boards, had pointed this way. These bodies 
were the successors of the commissioners of sewers, the 
turnpike trusts, the statutory poor law corporations and the 

^ 4 Bl. Comm., p. 281. 

® History of English law, vol. x (1938), pp. 419, 454. 

* The Shallows and Silences of Real Life, Collected Papers, vol. i (1911), 
pp. 467 et seq. 
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improvement commissioners of the eighteenth century.^ 
This development, coupled with the burdening of the justices 
with more and more administrative work, partly by local, 
partly by general Acts of Parliament, had produced something 
like administrative chaos by the latter part of the century. 

The application of administrative powers and duties 
involves the exercise of discretion by the administrator, save 
where there is a single imperative course of action prescribed, 
such as the slaughter of animals affected by an outbreak of 
foot-and-mouth disease. Such mandatory duty is rare. 
Normally the administrator has to choose between two or 
more possible courses of action. There is no question of 
illegality attaching to the exercise of discretion by those who 
are called upon to administer the public services which 
Parliament has set up. Discretion is not arbitrary in the 
Stuart sense ; the title to exercise it rests upon Acts of 
Parliament. The function of the courts is confined to the 
application of the doctrine of mres. This is inapplicable 
to question the validity of an Act of Parliament : but it is 
effective to control those who misapply the administrative 
discretion which the Act has given. JJUra vires limits the 
powers of all kinds of corporations. It is because public 
authorities are mainly statutory corporations that it is 
applicable to organs of the Administration. By its means 
powers in excess of statutory authorisation can be limited, 
and acts which are prima facie lawful may be invalidated if 
they are done by a wrong procedure or for a wrong purpose. 
Under the last named comes the particular case of abuse of 
rules of natural justice. This ground for attacking the validity 
of administrative action was more important before the 
present practice of giving a statutory right of appeal became 
common. 

The machinery is clumsy — ^largely through orders (formerly 
prerogative writs) of mandamus, certiorari and prohibition, 
or by means of relator actions and actions for injunctions 
and declarations, — ^but the last word on the question of legality 
rests with the courts and not with the administration. More- 
over, if a servant of the Crown, or a statutory public authority, 
^ Holdsworth, Hialory of English Law, vol. x (1938), pp. 195-220. 
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does an act which is a crime or a tort at common law, he, or it, 
is liable. Instances are rare of the liability of local govern- 
ment officers. Apart from the statutory exemptions under 
the Pubhc Health Acts, plaintiffs are naturally disposed to 
proceed against the local authority itself rather than its 
officer ; ^ but Dicey’s emphasis upon this liability remains 
important. In the great case of Mersey Docks and Harbour 
Board v. Gibbs ^ the House of Lords held that the negligent 
performance of a statutory duty was itself tortious as con- 
stituting a breach of a duty to take care. Public authorities 
other than the older Government Departments are nowadays 
concerned exclusively with statutory duties. This important 
decision has therefore the effect of imposing upon them a 
common law liability for breach of duty in the absence of 
any alternative remedy provided by statute. The result is 
that, apart from the Departments of the Central Government, 
which cannot be sued in tort,^ nor directly for breach of 
contract, a public authority is liable both for breaches of 
contract and for tortious acts.^ The common law remedy 
may, however, be excluded by implication where, as is usual, 
the Act creating the statutory duty provides an alternative 
remedy, by prescribing a summary penalty. It is also 
to be remembered that a public authority and its servants 
enjoy an important measure of protection from their common 
law liabilities in respect of acts, neglects or defaults in the 
execution of any Act of Parliament, or of any public duty or 
authority by reason of the Public Authorities Protection 
Act, 1893,® which is of general application, and under 
statutory provisions of a similar character applying in special 
cases. 

Administrative law, however, gives to public servants 
duties and corresponding powers to carry out those duties 

1 For exemptions, see Public Health Acts, 1875, s. 265; 1936, s. 305, 

and Food and Drugs Act, 1938, s. 94 ; cf. Mill v. Hcmher (1875) L.R. 
10 Ex. 92. ^ 

2 (1866) L.II. 1 H.L. 93 ; K. & L. 156. 

® Except probably the Ministry of Transport. See Ministry of Transport 
Act, 1919, s. 26, and pp. 533, 534, ^ost, where the difficult question of the 
effect of incorporating a Department is discussed. 

^ See App. sec. i (6) (c), post 

^ For text see App. sec. vi. 
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wMch. are not possessed by tbe ordinary citizen. Equality 
before tbe law cannot, therefore, mean that there is uniformity 
of legal obhgation for all persons irrespective of their status. 
Just as private law has created separate status for persons 
under disabilities, so pubhc law recognises distinctive powers 
as well as duties in the servants of the State. A passage from 
Jennings, The Law and the Constitution,'^ makes this clear : 

What Dicey suggests by equahty is that an official is subject 
to the same rules as an ordinary citizen. But even this is not 
true. An official known as a collector of taxes has rights which 
an ordinary person does not possess. A sanitary inspector can 
enter my house to inspect my drains ; my employer cannot. 
The Home Secretary can compel me to make up a census re- 
turn ; my neighbour cannot. A sheriff can summon me to serve 
on a jury ; my friends cannot. The list could be expanded 
almost ad infinitum. All public officials, and especially pubhc 
authorities, have powers and therefore rights which are not 
possessed by other persons. Similarly, they may have special 
duties. I cannot be compelled to maintain any person who is 
not a member of my family ; a poor law authority is under a 
statutory duty to relieve every poor person within its area, and 
a relieving officer to take the necessary steps to that end. An 
elementary education authority must provide free elementary 
education for all children between certain ages. The Minister 
of Labour is under a duty to provide unemployment rehef out 
of funds vested in him for that purpose. Again a long list of 
examples could be drawn up. 

It is clear, therefore, that by ‘‘ equality before the law,” and 
“obedience to the law,” Dicey was not referring to that part 
of the law which gives powers to and imposes duties upon public 
authorities. What he was considering — and subsequent chapters 
make this clear — ^was that, if a public officer commits a tort, he 
will be liable for it in the ordinary civil courts. 

When a Lord Chief Justice condemns “ the abominable 
doctrine that, because things are done by officials, therefore 
some immunity must be extended to them,” ^ he is merely 
emphasising the view that a public officer who comnodts a 
tort can be sued in the High Court. Whatever be the 

^ 2nd ed., 1938, p. 292. 

2 The Times, 4 Feb. 1938, reporting the remarks of Lord Hewart, C.J., 
in Ludlow v. Shelton — a case of assault and false imprisonment by two 
constables. 
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personal reactions of tlie individual, be he judge or not, 
to the extended field of administration, no one can deny that 
all pubhc officials and authorities, judicial as well as adminis- 
trative, are possessed of special powers as well as duties, 
normally created by statute, but in the case of the judges 
mainly evolved by case-law. The conferment of such legal 
powers need not involve any immunity from personal wrong- 
doing. It does not in France, as will be seen : it only does 
so in England so far (and it is a big exception) as the preroga- 
tive immunity of the Crown extends to Crown servants, who 
are in fact, but not in law, responsible for the acts of their 
subordinates. 

The conclusion thus is that there existed in England, 
even in 1885, a volume of administrative law which has since 
increased in bulk. It is nowadays recognised by that name 
at all events by the academic lawyer, though the hostility of 
Bench and Bar persists. There are, as incidental to a branch 
of law which covers both organisation and the exercise of 
powers and duties, administrative tribunals of considerable 
variety in addition to the ordinary courts. The Ministers’ 
Powers Committee classified them as follows : 

(1) Specialised courts, such as the Eailway and Canal Com- 
mission which dates from 1873, and the Special Commis- 
sioners of Income Tax in the exercise of their appellate 
jurisdiction. 

(2) Ministerial Tribunals, courts whose members are appointed 
for the express purpose of determining justiciable issues 
in connection with the work of a Government Department, 
such as a Court of Eeferees to determine a claim to 
unemployment insurance benefit which is in issue between 
an insured person and an insurance officer. 

(3) Ministers as judges in person, such as the Minister of 
Transport in the exercise of his powers to determine 
appeals from the Traffic Commissioners. 

There are also vested in the bodies charged with adminis- 
tration wide powers of enacting regulations. ’ This function 
too is but a single aspect of administrative law. Its growth 
has been criticised largely because of the wide acceptance of 
Dicey’s views. Nor is there, nor need there be, in our system 
any tribunal separate from the ordinary courts to determine 
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in the last resort the legality of administrative action. An 
overhaul of the inefficient machinery of review by prerogative 
writ was long overdue. It was recently provided by the 
modifications authorised in the Administration of Justice 
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act, 1938, ss. 7-10, which do not, 
however, apply to the writ of habeas corpus, for reasons which 
are presumably sentimental and political. We have not, 
and need not reproduce, the Conseil d’Etat and the Tribunal 
des Conjlits of the French system. Indeed historical con- 
siderations, such as the hatred of the Star Chamber and 
other conciliar jurisdiction of three centuries ago, may well 
prevent this albeit logical solution with us, just as in France 
the historical factor was largely responsible for the creation 
of separate tribunals. In any case, administrative law is 
primarily concerned not with judicial control, nor even 
legislation by delegation, but with administration. Valuable 
it may be in constitutional theory to allow, for example, an 
ultimate appeal to the High Court to determine whether or 
not a class of persons is engaged upon insurable employ- 
ment within the meaning of the Unemployment Insurance 
Act, 1935. The operation, however, of the insurance scheme 
itself is the motive of the legislation. This is a matter 
primarily for administration. So far as administration calls 
for the exercise of a judicial discretion, it is only excess or 
abuse of that discretion which is controllable by a court of 
law. It is indeed the same with the judicial organs. They 
are empowered to administer the law without interference, 
subject only to an appeal in the case of lower courts to a 
higher court. They are only subject to interference in the 
exercise of their judicial discretion if their jurisdiction be 
exceeded or abused. 


(3) ATTITUDE OF THE PUBLIC TOWAKDS 
ADMINISTRATIVE LAW 

That the fear of bureaucracy, in the sense of the rule of 
the official equipped with wide discretionary power, is still 
present to-day in the minds of many Englishmen is apparent. 
It may be said to take two forms : 
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(1) The resentment on the part of the owner of property 
(particularly the owner or occupier of land) and his pro- 
fessional advisers who are affected by the State regulation 
which Parliament has imposed. This regulation may be 
administered by a Department of the Central Government, 
as with taxation or road transport ; by an independent central 
organisation, such as one of the Agricultural Marketing 
Boards ; by a local elected authority, as with town and country 
planning, or restriction of ribbon development; or directly 
through the courts or by arbitration, as with rent restriction 
and compensation of tenants by their landlords. In the 
case of the first two methods the individual deals with an 
ofiScial who is not only remote and unknown to his opponent, 
but is also himself tied down by general regulations which 
prevent him from compromising a dispute by the method of 
give and take. Elasticity in dealings between individuals, 
or their agents on their behalf, cannot readily be imparted 
into relations between an individual and the State, whose 
client is the public. It is difficult to bargain when one party 
is so handicapped. Yet the spirit of compromise and willing- 
ness to meet individual difficulties has done much in the past 
to make workable, for example, our system of agriculture on 
the landlord and tenant system, even if it has at times 
permitted powerful individuals to exploit their resources to 
the detriment of others. Our land transfer ought logically to 
be by registered title. But the anomalies of conveyancing by 
the cumbrous method of proof of private titles are tolerated 
partly because of the fear of rigidity which a State register may 
involve, notwithstanding the successful working of compulsory 
registration in the County of London for forty years past. 

In the case of regulation through the local authority and 
its paid officers the objection of remoteness and lack of local 
knowledge ought not to be a valid one ; but to many people 
an official is remote even if his office is near by, and he is 
seldom credited with a real understanding of the point of 
view of his opponent. In some cases, too, the local authority 
itself is rightly regarded as incompetent, biassed or even 
corrupt. The inefficiency of some of the smaller local 
authorities (District Councils) has led some to advocate a 
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diminution of their powers, which have been increasing of 
late years, despite the transfer of their highway functions 
to the County Councils. They remain, however, the principal 
public health and housing bodies and as such are liable to 
come into conflict with property owners. So far as these 
bodies exercise under their statutory powers a virtually 
uncontrolled discretion in their dealings with owners of 
property, large or small, they come under suspicion. Nor is 
an Englishman likely to derive much comfort from the 
assurance, which Dicey so confidentially gave him, that he is 
far better off than his neighbour across the Channel in his 
power to punish the illegal acts of an official. Only slowly 
and painfully can the advent of the collectivist State find 
acceptance with the individual property owner. Of late 
years the pace of the advance has been rapid and has been 
accompanied by additional burdens in the form of taxation. 
The official, like the lawyer whose work he largely creates, is 
an unpopular, if inevitable, feature of modern society. 

(2) More important to the majority is the relationship 
between those who administer the public social services 
and the beneficiaries under those services. It is still true 
that the public health services, particularly the hospital 
and other medical facilities, do not reach by any means all 
the members of the public for whom they were designed. 
Social workers, paid or unpaid, can give many instances 
of refusal to supply information on the printed form whereby 
the benefit of some public service may be obtained by a 
person whom it is designed to assist. In the educational 
services the closing of the village school or the transport of 
elder children to a modern and often model larger school in 
a neighbouring market town or larger village rouses fierce 
denunciation of the local education authority from parent 
as well as from parson, employer, and leaders of village 
organisations for young people. Even the council house is 
attacked. The chance of remission of rent by a landlord 
in hard times is not always compensated for by a tenancy 
(usually at a higher rent) the terms of which are rigidly 
enforced by a housing official on behalf of a district council, 
despite the improved accommodation provided. 
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What, it may be asked, has all this to do with the law 
of the constitution ? Strictly speaking, it is irrelevant ; but 
any explanation of administrative law which fails to take 
account of the reaction of the people to State provision for 
their welfare would be incomplete. On the whole, there is 
no doubt that administrative law has provided services 
which are essential and well received. The cry is for more 
and not for less public services and State regulation. But 
there is an inarticulate body of opinion, by no means confined 
to the richer classes of the community, which resents State 
interference — partly from hatred of officialism and its 
methods, partly from fear of fascism or communism. Public 
services have become the recognised means of redistributing 
the national income, but they call for sacrifices not merely 
of wealth by the taxpayer, but of independence by the 
beneficiary. It is unlikely that the near future will see any 
change in the policy of Governments in this regard. Indeed 
the chances are that regulation and State tutelage will 
increase, and with these the number and powers of officials. 
There is all the more need to preserve and to increase popular 
control. This can be achieved not merely through a demo- 
cratic legislature at the centre and an alert and intelligent 
local council, but through increasing association of the public 
with administration in all its aspects. The value of the 
agricultural marketing schemes, imperfect and in many ways 
open to objection though they be, lies in the fact that they 
have been adopted by those most directly concerned with 
their working. If bureaucracy is to be controlled, the future 
lies with increasing the opporturdties of the public to temper 
the rule of the official. The system of administration by 
committee, the basis of modern local government, is one of 
the healthiest features of to-day. For it affords a means 
of imposing a more or less personal responsibility to its 
members on the officials of the particular service administered 
by the committee. By improving the efficiency of this 
system lies salvation, e,g, by co-opting teachers and parents, 
as such, on every sub-committee of a local education authority. 
In the sphere of central government something has been 
achieved by the practice, and in some few cases the practice 
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is made compulsory by law, of taking into prior consultation 
'organised interests most nearly concerned with the content 
of general regulations which Parliament has empowered a 
Department to promulgate.^ In short, any device to secure 
more directly government by the consent of the governed 
rather than by rule of the expert is to be commended, to 
those who share Dicey’s ideal of democracy and distrust and 
dislike of the expert.^ 

In another part of this Appendix is discussed the need for 
preserving liberty of person and of opinion as essential to 
a democracy. The dangers of the police State are not less 
than interference with hberty of property as the price of 
State regulation of social and economic life for benevolent 
ends. They are infinitely greater and serve to unite persons 
of widely different political outlook who, though not for the 
same reasons, are anxious to preserve those liberties which 
the common law has hitherto championed without menace 
from Parliament. 


( 4 ) DEOIT ADMINISTRATIF IN FRANCE ® 

Droit administratif can be defined in France as the body 
of rules which determine the organisation and the duties of 
public administration, and which regulate the relations of 
the administrative authorities towards the citizens of the 
State. 

Men living in society have a number of collective needs, 
and it is the duty of the State in any country to provide for 
the satisfaction of those needs, or, at least, to see that they 
are satisfied. The citizens of every State need national 
security ; they demand a certain amount of education ; they 
need roads and railways and post ofl&ces and hospitals. The 
State will take such necessities into account, to a different 
extent according to times and countries, and it will see that 
the wishes of the citizens are fulfilled. To that end there will 
be State officials with diverse qualifications — as, for example, 

^ See Intro, pp. xlii, xliii, ante. ® See Intro, p. Ixxxviii, ante. 

® Contributed by Ren6 David, Professor of Law in the University of 
Grenoble. 
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prefects, mayors, teachers, collectors of taxes, inspectors of 
labour, police — whose duty it will be, either to further the’ 
application of the law and to apply the law to every particular 
situation, or to lay down rulings of a more general character 
under the supervision of, and within the limits fixed by. 
Parliament. The first function of droit administratif and the 
first series of rules included in droit administratif are to de- 
termine what types of State ofi&cials and of administrative 
authorities are maintained, how they are appointed, what 
their status is, what salary they receive, how they can be 
dismissed, when they shall cease their duties, and in general 
what these duties are. 

The second function of droit administratif and the second 
series of rules included therein are to determine in what 
manner public services will operate to meet the needs of 
citizens. There will be cases where satisfaction will be 
given to the needs of citizens by the State officials them- 
selves. State officials will take in charge a public service ; 
they will collect and deliver letters, build and run hospitals, 
provide for a police force and for a navy. In other cases the 
State will only assume a task of supervision, of policing. It 
will exercise control over the formation or the working of 
certain associations or societies; it wiU fix the prices for 
necessary goods. In other cases finally droit administratif 
will only put aside some principles of private law, in order 
to help a utility service provided by a private organisation. 
It will allow, for instance, a public utility corporation to 
deprive an owner of land of his property. In all cases the 
scope of droit administratif is to provide for rules aiming at 
satisfying or assisting the satisfaction of particular needs of 
citizens which the State is anxious to see fulfilled. 

The provisions of droit administratif and of droit civil are 
equally binding. A State official cannot be appointed nor can 
he get promotion or be dismissed contrary to the provisions of 
the law. An administrative authority cannot act ultra vires or 
without the formalities required by the law. The freedom of 
a citizen cannot be hampered nor his rights infringed in a 
manner unauthorised by the law. There is no doubt about 
this ; the prerogative of administration is not absolute, and 
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administrative authorities do not enjoy arbitrary powers for 
the accomplishment of their duties. 

There must exist, therefore, provisions for the case when 
an administrative authority has been acting contrary to the 
law, whether the illegality be a matter of form or of substance. 
What remedies will be put at the disposal of a citizen whose 
interest has been thus affected, and to what authority will 
he have to resort ? There are two ways of dealing with the 
question. The first is to leave the determination of the 
issue to the jurisdiction of the ordinary courts of justice. It 
sujffices that there should be the means to determine when 
the act of an administrative authority can be set aside and, 
occasionally, when a State oflBcial or his employer, the State, 
is liable in tort for an act committed by him in the course of 
his duties. The second way of dealing with the question is 
to exclude the application of the common law rules and the 
jurisdiction of the ordinary courts, and to have the whole 
matter regulated by special rules and adjudicated by special 
courts, i.e. by administrative tribunals. 

The second of these solutions, for historical reasons, has 
been preferred and adopted in France, in order to avoid an 
encroachment by the courts on the dealings of administrative 
authorities and an intrusion of the judges into the business of 
administration. There is, therefore, in France, included in 
droit administratif a third series of rules, the scope of which 
is to give effect, and to attach a sanction, to the two former 
series of rules. This third series of rules relating to adminis- 
trative adjudication, contentieux administratif, is the only 
one to which Professor Dicey has dedicated his study ; but 
it is by no means the only content of droit administratif 
according to the views of French legal writers. 

If an administrative authority, by its act, inflicts an 
injury upon a citizen, and if the act thus coinmitted is a 
breach of the law, an action will lie on principle before an 
administrative tribunal, and not before an ordinary court 
{tribunal civil). There may also be the possibility of an 
appeal for redress on his part to an administrative authority 
superior in the hierarchy to the one wherefrom the act 
emanated. There are many administrative tribunals in 
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France : the Conseil d^Etat, Conseil interdepartemental de 
Prefecture^ Cour des Comptes, Conseil de V Instruction Publique, 
Conseils Militaires de Revision. It ‘will be enough here to 
give a brief account of the Conseil d^Etat, which is the most 
important of these tribunals, and normally competent for ad- 
ministrative litigation. 

The Conseil d'Etat, the origin of which must be sought in 
the old Conseil du Roi of ancient France, is endowed with an 
extensive jurisdiction. It takes part, or may take part, in 
the framing of the laws enacted by Parliament ; it necessarily 
plays a part in the elaboration of the ‘‘ reglements d^ administror 
tion publique'' which are orders made by the Conseil d'Etat 
by delegation of the powers of Parliament, in order to ensure 
the application of a law when the legislature has only enacted 
the principle of such law. The Conseil d'Etat is also endowed 
with powers of strict administration ; its advice must be 
taken, and in some oases must be followed, before some steps 
are taken in administrative matters, e,g, before some public 
works are authorised, or before a municipal body may accept 
a gift, or before a corporation is declared a public utility. It 
is, finally, also a tribunal and, more particularly, it is the 
ordinary court which must be resorted to when a person 
complains that he has sufiered injury by reason of the 
violation of a rule of droit administratif. 

The guarantee for a good administration of justice, and 
especially the guarantee for impartial and independent judges, 
is to be found no less in the Conseil d'Etat than it is in the 
ordinary civil courts. Most of the members of •the Conseil 
d'Etat who are concerned with the judicial business of that 
body have been appointed after an examination which 
corresponds closely to the examination upon the results of 
which judges of the ordinary courts are appointed, except 
that it is considered much more difficult. The other members 
of the Conseil, who are concerned with the judicial side of 
its business, have formerly held appointments as officials 
of the State in some other branch of the Administration, 
but they are no longer connected with such branch and 
will never be connected with it again. The Minister of 
Justice (the Keeper of the Seals), who is a politician, is no 
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longer allowed to act as a judge and to take part in the 
contentious business of the Gonseil d'Etat, although he is 
still the president of that body ; and the same is true of the 
other members {conseillers d'Etat en service extraordinaire)^ 
who are at the same time members of the Gonseil and active 
members of some other branch of the Administration. The 
parties to an action have therefore the same assurance of 
the independence of their judges, whoever these judges may 
be, whether members of the Gonseil d’Etat or judges of the 
ordinary courts. 

The assurance is so much stronger, when the action is 
brought before the Gonseil d’Etat, because the rules of pro- 
motion for the members are somewhat more definite and less 
arbitrary than the corresponding rules for the promotion of 
ordinary judges. It*is true, however, that a member of the 
Gonseil d’Etat may be removed from office, while judges 
enjoy the privilege of being irremovable ; but the difEerence 
is in fact purely theoretical : no member has been removed 
since 1879. Ifor would pubhc opinion admit nowadays that 
a member should be removed on the particular ground of 
his activity in a judicial capacity in the Gonseil, Thus, as a 
matter of fact, the independence of the members of the 
Gonseil d’Etat is complete, and nobody would dare to 
challenge it. Its jurisdiction is in practice beneficial to the 
citizens, who can obtain there justice at less cost and more 
expeditiously than in the ordinary courts of law. In fact an 
action brought by a citizen against the State will stand a 
better chance of success if it is within the jurisdiction of the 
Gonseil d'Etat than if it is within the jurisdiction of the 
ordinary courts of justice. 

Such comparison is possible because some causes of action 
relating to matters of administration, which ought therefore 
to be brought before an administrative tribunal, must, in 
accordance with special provisions of the law, be brought 
before the ordinary courts. There are many cases where an 
action in an administrative matter will be determined by an 
ordinary court ; such as cases of requisition or expropriation 
of land, cases arising from indirect taxation, actions against 
the Post Office authorities, actions brought sigainst the State 
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or a municipal body after riots, actions for damages brought 
against a State official who has incurred a personal liability 
by reason of his personal misconduct {fmite personnelle) as 
opposed to faute de service. The latter means injurious 
conduct in the furtherance of his duties, which only gives 
rise to a State liability, determined in an action before an 
administrative tribunal. The jurisdiction of the ordinary 
courts has been admitted in such cases for various reasons, 
either in the past by reason of mistrust for administrative 
tribunals, or in more recent times by reason of convenience, 
in order not to compel the parties to an action to go to Paris 
to bring their action there before the Conseil d'Etat. 

On the other hand, it must be noted that the ordinary 
courts are always competent to entertain any proceedings 
of a criminal nature ; and on this occasion they will have 
to examine the validity of orders issued by administrative 
authorities, if a citizen is accused of a breach of such orders. 
The ordinary courts cannot, it is true, annul an order issued 
by the Administration, but they will acquit a citizen who 
has acted contrary to such order if they deem that the 
authority issuing the order has acted beyond its powers or 
without the formalities required by the law and that the 
order is therefore illegal (cf. Code PSnal, Article 471, 50®). 

Thfe general principle, however, is as follows : an ordinary 
court will not entertain an action in which a citizen complains 
that a rule of droit administratif has been violated ; such 
action, if any is open to him, will therefore have to be brought 
before an administrative tribunal, that is, as a rule, before 
the Conseil d*Etat, which in this capacity functions as a 
court of justice, its decisions having the true nature of judg- 
ments. If, contrary to that principle, an action is brought 
before an ordinary court, the court of its own motion will refuse 
to examine it; and if it does not, a special procedure, the 
procedure of conflict, will oblige the court to keep within 
the limits of its jurisdiction. The supreme court established 
by law to give decisions in such matters is the Tribunal des 
Conflits, and the main rules of competence for the determina- 
tion of the respective jurisdiction of ordinary courts and of 
administrative tribunals have been fixed by it in well-known 
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cases : decisions of February 8tli, 1873, In re Blanco (Dalloz, 
1873, 3. 17 ; Sirey, 1873, 2. 153), and of February 29th, 1908, 
In re Feutry (Dalloz, 1908, 3. 49 ; Sirey, 1908, 3. 97) ; and 
see Conseil d’Etat, February 6th, 1903, In re Terrier (Dalloz, 
1904, 3. 65 ; Sirey, 1903, 3. 25). 

The Tribunal des Confiits consists of an equal number of 
ordinary judges of the Cour de Cassation and of administra- 
tive judges of the Conseil d'EtaL But its President is the 
Minister of Justice (the Keeper of the Seals), who can there- 
fore exercise a casting vote. This addition of a politician 
to the judges has been justly criticised and will probably 
disappear. It is at present a flaw in the judicial constitution 
of France, but a flaw of small importance, as is evidenced 
by the fact that the casting vote of the President has operated 
but three times since the institution of the Tribunal des 
Confiits in 1872. 

Whenever a case is within the jurisdiction of the Conseil 
d'Etat, the judgment of that body wiU not be given by 
reference to the principles of the droit civile but the court 
will apply a system of its own, and it will apply the specific 
rules of droit administratifi There is no code of droit 
administratifi as there is a Code Civil, and the rules of droit 
administratif mainly judge-made law, although the Conseil 
d’Etat (as with all courts in France) is not bound by pre- 
cedent. The rules of the Code Civil, as a matter of fact, 
will normally be applied, but only by way of analogy and 
by reason of their accordance with natural justice. The 
Conseil d'Etat, however, will not hesitate to depart on various 
points from these rules, either to facilitate the machinery of 
administration and to prevent an interruption in a public « 
service, or merely to allow natural justice to be done in a 
case better than it would be done by a strict application of 
the rules of droit civil. 

The Conseil d'Etat has in this way elaborated doctrines of 
its own ; but it is essential to note that the reason why the 
doctrines of droit dvil have been eventually abandoned has 
not been in order to justify the arbitrary acts of the Adminis- 
tration, nor to narrow the rights of the citizens. On the 
contrary, the special rules elaborated by the Conseil d^Etat 
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have been in most cases more beneficial to the citizens than 
the rules of droit civil would have been. The decisions of 
the Conseil have frequently given rise to doctrines altering 
and improving the droit civil which have been subsequently 
admitted by the ordinary courts or introduced into the droit 
civil by Parliament. y 

In the province of the law of torts {resjponsabilite dilictuelle), 
for instance, it may well be doubted whether the great 
evolution which has taken place in the last forty years in 
the droit civil would have taken place, but for the example 
given by the decisions of the Conseil d'Etat, founded on the 
dictates of natural justice. In the province of the law of 
contract, the Conseil has admitted a doctrine of the revision 
of contracts that goes far beyond the doctrine of impos- 
sibility of performance which obtains in the droit civil. The 
citizen who has made a contract with an administrative 
authority is thus much better protected than the citizen 
who has made a contract with another private individual. 
The oases where a citizen will obtain redress from the State 
or an administrative authority in the case of the wrongful 
act of an agent are numerous, and illustrate the proposition 
that the jurisdiction of the Conseil d'Etat, an administrative 
tribunal, is not prejudicial to the victim of such wrongful act. 

tThe same observation can be made respecting the annul- 
ment by the Conseil of acts, decrees or orders, made by an 
administrative authority contrary to the law. The members 
of the Conseil d^Etat have been, or may still be, engaged 
(within the Conseil itself) in administrative business. This 
fact makes- them perhaps more apt than the judges of 
ordinary courts to calculate the consequences of their deci- 
sions, and perhaps makes these decisions more acceptable 
to, and more difficult to be challenged by, the Administra- 
tion. The judges of the ordinary courts, had they been 
competent in the matter, would most probably have been 
more timid in their criticism of the acts of administrative 
authorities than the Conseil d’Etat. This is unanimously 
admitted by French lawyers and proved by way of com- 
parison in the cases where the ordinary courts have an 
exceptional jurisdiction in administrative matters. 
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There may be cited, in conclusion, some of the decisions 
of the Conseil d^Etat, which illustrate the liberal character 
of that tribunal and the eflS.ciency with which the rights of 
the citizens are protected by it in France against any possible 
encroachment of the Administration. 

Conseil d^Etat, March 30th, 1916, In re Gomj>agnie Generale 
d’Eclairage de Bordeaux (Dalloz, 1916, 3. 25 ; Sirey, 1916, 
3. 17) : a company had entered into a contract with the town 
council of Bordeaux, and was obliged by virtue of this con- 
tract to supply gas to the inhabitants of the town for thirty 
years at a given price per cubic metre. The contract price 
had been determined by reference to the price of coal, which 
was at the time of the contract, in 1904, 23 francs per ton. 
In 1915 a ton of coal cost 60 francs. The Company brought 
an action before the Conseil d'Etat asking for the revision 
of the contract and for an indemnity to recover their extra 
expenses due to the increase in the price of coal. The 
action, had it been brought before an ordinary court and 
had the principles of droit civil applied to the determination 
of the case, would certainly have failed. The Conseil d'Etat, 
however, allowed the plaintifE an indemnity, on the ground 
that a public interest would have been affected, had the 
activity of the company been interrupted by reason of 
liquidation for insolvency. 

Conseil d'Etat, November 30th, 1923, In re CouitSas 
(Dalloz, 1923, 3. 59 ; Sirey, 1923, 3. 57) : the plaintiff was 
the owner of a large piece of land in South Tunisia, and his 
property had been wrongfully occupied by natives, who 
considered it as being their own. The title of the plaintiff 
had been established by a decision of the court and was 
therefore unimpeachable, but the administrative authorities 
of Tunisia were afraid that the enforcement of the decision 
of the court would provoke a rebellion of the natives, and it 
refused to enforce the judgment in favour of the plaintiff. 
The plaintiff brought an action for damages before the 
Conseil d'Etat, alleging that the Administration had not 
carried out its duties towards him. The Conseil allowed 
the plaintiff damages. 

Conseil d^Etat, March 29th, 1901, hi re Casanova (Dalloz, 
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1902, 3. 33 ; Sirey, 1901, 3. 73) : a parish council decided to 
pay an annual salary to a physician, who was to give free 
medical assistance to all inhabitants of the parish in con- 
sideration of that salary. A ratepayer of the parish and 
two physicians brought an action before the Gonseil d'Etat 
to have this decision annulled. The action was successful, 
for the Conseil considered that the parish council had acted 
beyond its duty, which was to provide free medical assist- 
ance to the poor inhabitants of the parish. 

Conseil d'Etat, May 5th, 1899, In re Thos. Cook and Son 
(Dalloz, 1900, 3. 81 ; Sirey, 1901, 3. 118) : the mayor of Nice 
had issued an order making charabancs subject to the same 
regulations in Nice as cabs. At the request of the plaintiffs 
the order was declared void. It appeared that it had been 
made by the mayor for a revenue purpose, while the powers 
of a mayor to issue regulations concerning traffic in the 
town could only be used for an object connected with the 
convenience and safety of the public. 

Literature. — The most up-to-date text-books on droit 
administratif 3,16 Hauriou, Precis de droit administratif ] and 
Wahne, Manuel elementaire de droit administratif. The latter 
one is perhaps easier for an English lawyer to consult. 

The third part of the Reports of Dalloz and of Sirey and 
the Reports of Lebon contain exclusively decisions of the 
Conseil d*Etat. 

An article by James W. Garner, ‘‘ La conception anglo- 
americaine du droit administratif ’’ {Melanges Hauriou, 
pp. 337-385), contains an interesting account of adminis- 
trative adjudication in France with a comparison of the 
corresponding principles in England. 

The following table of the contents of the former of 
these text-books supplements the foregoing article in giving 
a conspectus of the whole subject as it is studied in France. 
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Hauriou, Precis Elementaire de Droit 
Administratif 

(14t]i ed., 1938) 

TABLE ANALYTIQUE DES MATIERES 


Definitions 

CHAPITEE PEEMIEE. — Le regime administratif. 

Section I. — La definition du regime administratif. 

Section II. — Les elements du regime administratif. 

CHAPITEE II.— Le droit administratif. 

Section I. — ^Definition et caracteres du droit administratif. 

1. La definition du droit administratif. — A. Branche du droit 
public. B, Eeglant rorganisation et Tactivite des adminis- 
trations publiques. C. Eeglant les prerogatives des ad- 
ministrations publiques. 

2. Les caracteres du droit administratif ; son autonomie et son 
caractere exceptionnel par rapport au droit commun. 

Section II. — ^Les limites pratiques du droit administratif du cote 
du droit commun. 

LIVEE PEEMIEE 

L’OEGANISATION ADMINISTEATIVE 

TITEE PEEMIEE 

Principes generaux de Torganisation administrative 

CHAPITEE PEEMIEE.— Le CARACTi:RE d’institution de 
l’administration publique. La personnalite et la 

CAPACITE JURIDIQUE. 

Section I. — Le caractere d’institution de Tadministration publique. 

Section II. — La personnalite et la capacite juridique des adminis- 
trations publiques. 

1. La personnalite morale et juridique des administrations 
publiques, 

2. Etendue de la personnalite et de la capacite juridique des 
adm Inistrafions piibliques. 
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CHAPITEE II. — L’idee directrice commune aux diverses 

ADMINISTRATIONS PUBLIQUES. 

Section I. — Le contenu de Tidee directrice. 

A. Le maintien de Tordre. B. La satisfaction de Tutilite 
publique. 

Section 11. — Les limites de Tidee directrice du cote de la vie 
privee. 

A. Interventions de I’Etat dans le domaine economique. 

B. Interventions municipales dans le domaine economique. 

CHAPITEE III. — L’organisation du pouvoir. La centra- 
lisation, LA decentralisation ET LA TUTELLE ADMINIS- 
TRATIVE. 

Section I. — La centralisation administrative. 

1. Caractkres genemux de la centralisation, A. Definition. 
B. Procedes par lesquels elle s’est realisee. C. Eaisons d’etre 
de la centralisation. 

2. La hierarchie, — A. L’institution de la hierarchie. B. Le 
controle hierarchique. C. Le recours hierarcliique. 

Section II. — ^La decentralisation administrative. 

1. Garacteres generaux de la decentralisation. 

2. Applications de la decentralisation administrative. 

3. La tutelle administrative, forme de controle du pouvoir 
central subsistant sur les administrations decentralisees. 

CHAPITEE IV. — L’organisation du pouvoir. Le recrute- 

MENT DES ORGANES ADMINISTRATIPS PAR LE PROC^ID^: DE 

l’election. 

Section I. — Le recrutement du personnel administratif. 

Section II. — Le precede de Telection. 

CHAPITEE V. — L’organisation du pouvoir. Le recrute- 
ment ET LE STATUT DBS FONCTIONNAIRES. 

Section I. — ^La definition des fonctionnaires publics. 

1. Les elements de la definition. 

2. La distinction des fonctionnaires et des autres individus 
prttant le concours de leurs services d V administration. 

Section II. — La nature juridique du lien rattaebant les fonction- 
naires k Tadministration. 
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Section III. — Le statut des fonctionnaires. 

1 . Nature et bases du statut. 

2 . Les actes et evenements prevus par le statut. 

3 . Les garanties du statut des fonctionnaires. Uetat des fonction^ 
naires. 

Section IV. — Les droits pecuniaires des fonctionnaires. Traite- 
ment et pensions. 

CHAPITRE VI.— L’organisation du pouvoir. La combi- 

NAISON DE l’aDMINISTRATION EXECUTIVE, DE l’aDMINIS- 
TRATION DELIBERANTE ET DE l’ ADMINISTRATION CON- 
SULTATIVE. 

Section I.— Les trois modes d’administration. 

Section II. — Details sur les assemblees deliberantes administra- 
tives. 

A. Definition : ce sont des autorites administratives 
composees de plusieurs membres, generalement elus, et 
formant corps, dont la fonction est de prendre, a la majorite 
des voix, des deliberations sur des objets d’ administration.^ 

B. L’organisation des assemblees deliberantes ; leur qualite 
de corps constitues ; nombre de leurs membres ; leur 

dissolution. ^ * 

C. Le fonctionnement des assemblees ; les sessions les 
seances, qui sont les reunions tenues en vue de deliberer ; 
lieu de la seance ; le quorum necessaire pour la seance ; le 
bureau ; Tordre du tableau ; les reglements des seances ; 
la publicite des seances ; I’ordre du jour ; le proc^s-verbal 
et sa publicite. 

D. La deliberation, acte par lequel une assemblee prend 
une resolution collective ^ la majorite des voix sur un objet 
d’administration ; procedure des deliberations ; le caractere 
juridique et la validite des deliberations. 

B. Condition personnelle des membres des assemblees 
deliberantes. 

CHAPITRE VII.— L’organisation du pouvoir. La creation 

ET LE FONCTIONNEMENT DES SERVICES PUBLICS. 

Section I.— La definition du service public. 

Section II.— Eegles d’organisation des services publics. 

A. Gestion des services. B. Monopoles. C. Services 
gin4raux, locaux, sp4ciaux. D. Services obligatoires et 
services facultatifs. E. Concours et co-administrations des 
diverses administrations a un meme service. 
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CHAPITRE VIIL — La situation des admustistees dans 
l’institution administrative. 

Section I. — La situation des particuliers en tant que beneficiaires 
de I’institution administrative. 

Section 11. — La situation des particuliers en tant que tiers par 
rapport a Tadministration. 

1. La reserve des droits des tiers. 

2. Les responsahilites de V administration vis-a-vis des tiers. 

LITRE II 

L’ Organisation des diverses administrations publiques 

CHAPITRE PREMIER. — L’organisation administrative de 
l’etat. 

Section I. — Le territoire de I’Etat. Sa personnalite. Ses services 
publics. 

Section II. — L’organisation du pouvoir central dans Tadministra- 
tion de I’Etat. 

1. La presidence de la EepuUique. 

2. Les minisieres et les minisires. 

3. Les conseils administratijs. Le Conseil d'Etat. 

Section III. — Organisation du pouvoir regional dans Fadministra- 
tion de TEtat. 

1. Organisation des prefectures comme agences de VEtat dans les 
departements. 

2. Les sous-prefets et les maires comme agences de VEtat dans les 
departements et les communes. 

CHAPITRE II. — L’organisation de l’alsace et de la 

LORRAINE. 

CHAPITRE III. — L’organisation du d^partement. 

Section 1. — Le territoire, la personnalite, les services publics du 
departement. 

Section II. — ^L’organe executif du departement. Le prefet. 

Section HI. — Le Conseil general. 

Section IV. — ^La commission departementale. 

Section V. — Les departements a organisation specials. 

Section VI. — L’organisation de I’arrondissement : les Conseils 
d’aiTondissement. 
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CHAPITRE IV. — L’organisatiok de la commune. 

Section I. — Le territoire, la personnalite, les services publics de 
la commune. 

Section II. — L’organe executif de la commune. 

Section III. — ^L’organe deliberant : le Conseil municipal. 
Appendice. — Les regimes municipaux speciaux. 

CHAPITRE V. — L’administration speciale. etablissements 

PUBLICS ET d’UTILITE PUBLIQUE. 

Section I. — Generality sur ce mode d’administration. 

Section II. — Definition et enumeration des etablissements publics 
incorpores a I’Etat et comparaison avec les etablissements 
d’utilite publique. 

Section III. — Les etablissements d’utilite publique. 

Section IV. — L’organisation de quelques etablissements publics 
et d’utilite publique. 

1. Les etablissements communaux de hienfaisance. 

2. Les sections de commune et leur organisation, 

3. Les syndicats de commune et leur organisation, 

4. Les chambres de commerce. 

5. Les caisses d'epargne. 

6. Les societes de secours mutuels. 


LIVRE II 

L’EXERCICE DES DROITS DES ADMINISTRATIONS 
PUBLIQUES. LE CONTENTIEUX ADMINISTRATIF 

CHAPITRE PRELIMINAIRE.— L’administration publique 

ENTENDUE OOMME EXERCICE BE DROITS. 


TITRE PREMIER 

Les Prerogatives de T Administration 
dans I’exercice de ses droits 

CHAPITRE PREMIER.— L’independance de l’ administra- 
tion VIS-A-VIS DE l’aUTORITE JUDICIAIRE. 

Section I.— La separation de I’autorite judiciaire et de I’autorite 
administrative. 
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Section II. — Les regies d’attribution pour les deux ordres de 
juridiction. 

A. Le contentieux de I’annulation. B. Le contentieux de 
la pleine juridiction. C. Le contentieux de I’interpretation 
et de Tappreciation de validite. D. Le contentieux de la 
repression. 

Section III. — Les conflits d’attribution et le tribunal des conflits. 

A. Caracteres generaux de I’institution des conflits. 

B. Organisation du tribunal des conflits. C. Procedure du 
conflit positif d’attribution, creation et elevation du conflit, 
jugement du conflit. D. Reglement des contrarietes de 
jugement entrainant deni de justice. 

CHAPITEE II.— L’independancb de l’administration vis-a- 

vis BE LA LOI ET BE LA REGLE BE BROIT. Le POUVOIR 
BISCRETIONNAIRE. 

Section I. — L’independance de I’administration, vis-a-vis de la loi. 

Section II. — L’independance de Fadministration au regard de la 
reglementation et de la moralite administratives. 

CHAPITEE III.— L’independance be l’administration vis-a- 

vis DU JUGE ADMINISTRATIF. Le POUVOIR d’aCTION 

d’opfice. 

Section I. — Le privilege d’action d’office. 

Section 11. — Les privileges de Fadministration dans Finstance 
juridictionnelle. 


TITEE II 

Les limites des privileges des administrations 
dans Fexercice de leurs droits 

Le contentieux administratif 

CHAPITEE PEEMIEE. — La procedure par decision execu- 
toire 

Section I. — La decision executoire. 

1. liaisons d'itre de la procedure par decision executoire, 

2. Definition et elements de la decision executoire, 

3. Les effets juridiques de la decision executoire, 

4. La limson du contentieux par la decision executoire. 
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CHAPITRE II. — Les recours contentieux. 

Section I. — ^La distinction du contentieux de I’annulation et du 
contentieux de la pleine juridiction. 

Section II. — Le contentieux de Fannulation. Le recours pour 
exces de pouvoir. 

1. Le contentieux de Vinvalidite juridique de Vacte, 

2. Le contentieux de Vexces de pouvoir. Generalites. 

3. La recevahilite du recours pour exces de pouvoir et les fins de 
non recevoir. 

4. Les ouvertures d recours pour exces de pouvoir. 

5. La procedure du recours pour exces de pouvoir. 

Section III. — L’operation administrative et le contentieux de la 
pleine juridiction. 

1. V operation administrative. 

2. Les recours de pleine juridiction. 

CHAPITRE III. — La juridiction administrative, tribunaux 

ET PROCEDURE. 

Section I. — Raison d’etre de la juridiction administrative. 

Section II. — ^Principes d’organisation de la juridiction administra- 
tive. 

1 . Separation de la juridiction administrative et de V administration 
active. Question du ministre-juge. 

2. Organisation generale de la juridiction administrative. A 
Premier ressort. B. Appel. C. Cassation. 

Section III. — Organisation et competence des divers tribunaux 
administratifs. 

1. Organisation du Conseil d'Etat au contentieux. 

2. Les juges suhordonnes au Conseil d’Etat par Vappel. 

Section IV. — La procedure contentieuse administrative. 

1. Les actions ou recours. 

2. La procedure contentieuse. 

CHAPITRE IV. — Les responsabilites pecuniaires des ad- 
ministrations PUBLIQUES. 

Section I. — Caracteres generaux de ces responsabilites. 

Section II. — La categoric de la responsabilite pour faute quasi 
delictuelle en tant qu’applicable aux administrations 
publiques. 
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1. La double theorie administrative de la responsabilite des 
fonctionnaires pour ^ fait personnel ’ et de la responsabilite des 
administrations publiques pour ^ fait de service \ 

2. Fondement commmi de cette double theorie. 

3. La responsabilite personnelle des fonctionnaires pour faute 
personnelle. 

4. La responsabilite des administrations publiques pour faute de 
service. 

5. La theorie de la responsabilite du fait des ohoses en tant 
qu applicable aux administrations publiques. 

6. La theorie civiliste de la responsabilite des administrations 
publiques dans des hypotheses exceptionnelles. 

Section III. — La categoric de la responsabilite pour Faccident ou 
pour le risque ; la responsabilite speciale des comnaunes pour 
les degats et dommages resultant des crimes ou debts 
commis a force ouverte ou par violence sur leur territoire, 
soit envers les personnes, soit envers les propri4tes (art. 106 
et s. L. municip). 

Section IV. — La categoric des dommages causes sans faute. 


LIVEE III 

LES DROITS DES ADMINISTRATIONS PUBLIQUES 

TITRE PREMIER 

Les droits en vertu desquels Tordre public est assure et les 
services organises et actionnes 

CHAPITRE PRELIMINAIRE. — Considerations g^njebales. 
CHAPITRE PREMIER.— La police. La reglementation et 

LA COERCITION. 

Section I, — Le reglement administratif et le pouvoir reglementaire. 

Section II. — Les rapports du reglement et de la loi. 

Section III. — L’ execution forcee des lois et r^glements et Temploi 
de la force publique. 

CHAPITRE IL— Les polices generales de l’ordre public. 

A. Police generale de I’Etat. B. La police municipale et 
la police rurale. C. De T^cart qu’il y a entre le but de la 
police et les moyens qu’elle a le droit d’employer. 
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CHAPITEE III. — Les polices speciales. 

1. La 'police des edifices menagant mine, 

2. Les polices speciales de la saluhrite. 

3. La police des eaux puhliques et courantes. 

4. La police des sources minerales ; situation de celles qui sont 
declarees d'interet public. 

5. Le rehoisement et la restauration des terrains en montagne. 
— La mise en defense. 

6. La police des etablissements dangereux, insaluhres ou incom- 
modes (L. 19 dec. 1917 et 20 avril 1932). 

7. La police des debits de boissons et la limitation des debits de 
spiritueux. 

8. La police du repos hebdomadaire. 

9. La police des monuments histonques, des ohjets d’art et des sites. 

10. La police et le regime des cultes d’apres la hi du 9 decemhre 
1905. 

11. La police des manifestations publiques. 

CHAPITEE IV. — La defense nationals. 

Section I. — La co-ordination des divers services de la defense 
nationale. 

Section II. — L’armee de terre. 

Section III. — L’armee de mer. 

Section IV. — ^L’armee aerienne. 

CHAPITEE V. — Le service de l'instruction publiqub. 

CHAPITEE VI. — Les services d’assistance. 

Section I. — Principes generaux sur Forganisation de Fassistance 
publique. 

Section II. — Les divers services d’assistance. 

1. Le service de V assistance medicale gratuite. 

2. Le service de Vassistance aux vieillards, aux infirmes et aux 
incurables. 

3. Le service de Vassistance aux femmes en couches. 

4. Le service de Vassistance aux families nombreuses. 

5. La protection des enfants en nourrice. 

6. Le service des enfants assistes. 

7. U assistance communale des indigents ; les bureaux de bie7i- 
faisance. 

8. U assistance publique de Paris. 

9. Les depots de mendicite. 
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TITRE 11 

La gestion publique des Services Publics 
CHAPITRE PRELIMINAIRE.— CARACTi:RES generaux de la 

GESTION PUBLIQUE. 

Premiere Partie 

Les moyens de gestion des Services Publics 
CHAPITRE PREMIER. — La requisition de chose i.m- 

MOBILlilRE. Le DOMAINE PUBLIC. 

Section I. — Caracteres generaux du domaine public. 

Section II. — La domanialite publique, ses conditions, ses con- 
sequences. 

Section III. — Les principals dependances du domaine public et 
leur condition. 

1. Le domaine de navigation maritime et Jiuvial. 

2. Les routes nationales et departementaleSi dependances de la 
grande voirie. 

3. Les chemins vicinaux, 

4. Les chemins ruraux. 

5. Les rues des villes, 

6. De Valignement, des plans d^alignement, des plans d" extension 
et d'amenagement des villes. 

7. Les chemins de fer (renvoi aux travaux publics). 

8. Les hdtiments affectes, 

9. Les utilisations privatives consenties par V administration sur 
le domaine public, 

CHAPITRE II.— L’expropriation pour cause d’utilite 

PUBLIQUE. 

Section I. — L’expropriation directe. 

CHAPITRE III. — Les travaux publics. ‘ 

Section I. — L’ouvrage public et les dommages resultant de 
travaux publics. 

Section 11. — ^L’operation de travaux publics et ses consequences. 
Section III. — L’ex4cution de Toperation de travaux publics. 

CHAPITRE IV.— La requisition des objets mobiliers et 

DES SERVICES. 

Section I. — Les marches de fournitures. 

Section 11. — ^Les requisitions militaires. 
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CHAPITEE V. — La requisition de l’argent ; les finances 

PUBLIQUES. 

Section I. — Les creances publiques ; les impots. 

1. Les impots directs. 

Art. 2. Les impots directs d’Etat. 

Art. 3, Les impots directs, departementanx et communaux. 

2. Les impots indirects. 

Section 11. — Les dettes administratives et les dettes publiques. 
Section III. — La comptabilite publique. 


Deuxieme Paetie 

Les precedes de gestion publics des Services Publics 
CHAPITEE PEEMIEE.— La r]^gie. 

Section I. — Les regies administratives. 

Section 11. — Les regies h, caractere industriel et commercial. 

CHAPITEE II. — ^La concession. 

Section I. — Le regime juridique de la concession. 

Section II. — Les diverses especes de concession. 

1. Les concessions de services de transport. 

2. Autres concessions relatives d des voies de communication, 

3. Les concessions dienergie electrique. 

4. La distrihution de Velectricite. 

5. Les concessions de mines. 


TITEE III 
La gestion priv4e 

CHAPITEE PEELIMINAIEE. — GiiNERALiTfis sue la gestion 

PEIVilE. 

CHAPITEE PEEMIEE. — Les moyens de gestion privj&s. 
Section I. — Caract^res gendraux des moyens de gestion prives. 

Section II. — Le domaine prive de TEtat, du departement et de 
la commune ; les hypoth^ques. 

Section III. — Les modes d^acquerir de personne privee. 

Y 




5i6 


APPENDIX 


CHAPITEE IL— Les pbocedes de gestion prives. 

Section I. — Les regies municipales a caractere industriel et 
commercial. 

Section II. — Les participations administratives a des entreprises 
privees, les economies mixtes. 

(5) JURISDICTION OF THE HIGH COURT OF JUSTICE 
OVER ADMINISTRATIVE DISPUTES 

The extent of the jurisdiction of the High Court (the 
ordinary courts, as Dicey ^understood them) in relation to 
administrative law may be summarised as follows : 

(i) To determine appeals from the administrative judge 
or tribunal on points of law or to adjudicate in the first 
instance administrative disputes of a purely judicial char- 
acter under special statutory provisions, e,g. Housing Act, 
1936, Sch. II (clearance and compulsory purchase orders). 
Income Tax Act, 1918 (appeals from General or Special 
Commissioners). Appeals of this character do not neces- 
sarily lie to the courts. Parliament sometimes provides a 
special administrative tribunal to determine appeals, e.g, 
courts of referees for unemployment insurance claims, or 
directs determination by an administrative authority, e,g, the 
Minister of Health in a dispute between an insured person and 
an insurance committee or between two approved societies 
•under the national health insurance services. 

The Eeport of the Committee on Ministers’ Powers 
emphasised that there is a distinction between powers of 
judicial and quasi- judicial decision. It assigned the latter, 
which are determined by reference to administrative policy, 
to ministerial tribunals, but regarded the former as normally, 
but not invariably, more suitable for determination by courts 
of law.^ 

(ii) To restrain excesses of jurisdiction and abuse of 
power to make judicial or quasi-judicial decision and to 
compel the performance of a specific and imperative duty of 

1 See Ministers’ Powers Eeport (Cmd. 4060, 1932), pp. 73-75, 92-98. 
For criticisms see Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), 
App. ii ; Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1935), p. 320. 
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a public character. This jurisdiction is enforced chiefly by 
means of orders, a simplified procedure on the lines of the 
prerogative writs, but also by ordinary legal process by 
original writ for an injunction, and of late in an increasing 
number of cases by declaratory judgment. 

(iii) To decide personal actions for tort or breach of con- 
tract and to adjudicate petitions of right where an illegality 
of a character ordinarily remediable by damages is alleged. 
Not merely is this jurisdiction deficient on account of the 
prerogative immunities of the Crown, but administrative 
excesses are not necessarily or normally capable of redress 
by common law or equitable remedies derived from a system 
which has at its basis the protection of the individual rather 
than the performance of public duties. 

(iv) To punish crimes of officials. This best illustrates 
Dicey’s meaning of equality before the law. For adminis- 
trative law, like any other branch of law, does not legalise 
crime ; indeed, it often provides more severe penalties, such 
as loss of office, which are additional to those inflicted by the 
criminal courts. 

No attent’on is paid in this summary to the various 
administrative functions of the High Court, particularly in 
the Chancery Division, in relation to the administration of 
the estates of deceased persons, bankruptcy and the winding- 
up of companies incorporated under the Companies Act, 
1929. There is a separate branch of the High Court — the 
Management and Administration Department — which super- 
vises the administration of the estates of persons of unsound 
mind or other disabling infirmity. 

Nor is it desired to explain the details of the control 
exercised by administrative authorities. The purpose of 
these notes is to set' out the principles upon which the 
ordinary courts exercise judicial control. The essential 
difference between judicial and administrative control is that 
the former is only exercised if it is invoked by a litigant, be 
it an individual who is aggrieved by administrative action, 
or one authority disputing with another : administrative 
control is exercised apart from the request or intervention 
of an aggrieved party. It is therefore continuous, whereas 
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judicial control is partial and intermittent, depending entirely 
upon the accident of litigation. These notes deal only with 
judicial control exercised by the ordinary courts over matters 
which in France would fall to be determined in the adminis- 
trative courts except so far as they relate to the personal 
liability of an official ion f ante personnelle (error or illegality), 
as distinct from the liability of the State for its servant’s 
faute which is assessed by an administrative court. 


(6) LEGAL LIABILITIES OF GOVERNMENTAL ORGANS AND THEIR 
OFFICERS AND SERVANTS IN ENGLISH LAW ^ 

Introductory . — The object of the statement which follows 
is to indicate the scope of legal Hability of governmental 
organs and their agents and thus to show the extent of 
control over administration exercised by the courts. A large 
part of this subject is omitted by Dicey, who, although he 
was solely concerned to explain the limitation of adminis- 
trative power by the criminal law and the law of torts, did 
not, except in a very short note, discuss proceedings against 
the Crown, nor did he refer at all to local government 
law, as such. ,The preceding note^ on droit administratif 
contributed by Professor Rene David of the University 
of Grenoble, a comparative lawyer who has studied 
English law in its own home, will afford a valuable 
comparison. The reader will thus be able to judge for 
himself whether the official enjoys greater immunity in 
English or French law. No account is taken here of the 
methods of determining rights by such administrative 
authorities or tribunals as have been set up by Parliament. 
For this subject reference should be made to the Report 
of the Committee on Ministers’ Powers,® and to the 
Memoranda supplied to the Committee by the Government 
Departments (Minutes of Evidence, vol. i), which give an 

^ No account is taken here of the special features of Scots Law. Much 
of the administrative law of Scotland is contained in separate Acts of 
Parliament. The law relating to Crown proceedings is in some respects 
more favourable to the subject. 

* Pp. 495-505, ante. » Cmd. 4060, 1932, s. iii. 
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exhaustive list of their powers of judicial and quasi- judicial 
decision. To these must be added any new powers created 
since 1931 and all similar powers possessed by bodies which 
are not Departments of the Central Government, such as 
the Railway and Canal Commission. It is to these tribunals 
that the greater part of judicial proceedings {contentieux 
administratif) falls to-day, but they are not concerned with 
the control of administrative oflSicials for excess or abuse 
of power, so much as with the actual work of administration. 
Generally speaking, they are, as the Committee’s Report 
shows, subject to the overriding jurisdiction of the courts 
so far as excess of power is in issue. It is as well to emphasise 
that the prominence given to this subject by this statement 
of legal liability must not be taken as meaning that judicial 
proceedings, like delegated legislation, form anything more 
than a small but important part of English administrative 
law. Moreover it is only a small fraction of the judicial 
side of administrative law which is concerned with wrongful 
exercise of power. The major part deals with disputes 
between the administration and the subject arising out of the^^ 
lawful exercise of the former’s powers. Administrative law 
is mainly concerned with the actual working of the govern- 
mental machine and the greater part of it has never come 
before the courts for interpretation. 

The statement falls under four headings, dealing with: 

(A) Procedure by prerogative writ, as it was until the enact- 
ment of the Administration of Justice (Miscellaneous Pro- 
visions) Act, 1938, which substituted a simpler procedure by 
order. This enables the courts to exercise judicial control 
where there is no common law or equitable claim for relief 
by an injured party who seeks damages or consequential 
relief as an individual. Liability is discussed in relation to : 

(B) the Central Government, (C) Local Authorities, (D) Inde- 
pendent Authorities. In each case the liability of individual 
ofl&cers is included. The subjects of (1) ultra vires, (2) injunc- 
tions, (3) declaratory judgments, are mentioned under (C) 
Local Authorities, purely as a matter of convenience and not 
because they apply exclusively to that type of authority. 
There are some omissions, for no attempt has been made to 
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catalogue examples of the cases where there is a statutory 
right of appeal to the courts. 


(A) Remedies by Judicial Order 

It will be convenient first to explain the remedies afforded 
until recently by the writs of mandamus, prohibition and 
certiorari, and now by the simplified procedure of judicial 
orders bearing the same titles. Just as the writ of habeas 
corpus safeguarded the liberty of the subject’s person, and 
that of quo warranto prevented the unlawful assumption of 
public office, so prohibition and certiorari were available in 
particular to protect the property interests of individuals 
from unlawful interference by a public authority (including 
in some cases Government Departments) and mandamus to 
compel the performance of a public duty. 

Most books on constitutional law give full attention only 
to the writ of habeas corpus, but the development of adminis- 
trative law compels consideration of the other prerogative 
writs which are of equal force and hitherto have been obtain- 
able by a similar cumbersome process as the first-named 
writ. The new procedure of review by judicial order intro- 
duced by the Administration of Justice (Miscellaneous 
Provisions) Act, 1938, does not alter the principles of law 
upon which prerogative writs were issued. Indeed for 
reasons of policy which are mainly sentimental the Act leaves 
untouched habeas corpus procedure. Informations in the 
nature of quo warranto are abolished and the remedy of 
injunction substituted ; they had already disappeared as 
regards local government offices.^ A feature of these orders 
is that they lie against servants of the Crown (in certain 
limited circumstances), local authorities, independent public 
bodies, as well as inferior courts of every description. They 
are part of the machinery of administrative control which 
the old court of King’s Bench derived &om the Curia Regis, 
though later the Council retained and exercised in Tudor 
days its own control more effectively than did the King’s 
Bench. 

. ^ Local Government Act, 1933, s. 84. 
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It was Dicey’s opinion that the writ of habeas corpus Habeas 
invested the judges in truth, though not in name, with the 
means of hampering or supervising the whole administrative 
action of the Government, and of at once putting a veto 
upon any proceeding not authorised by the law.” ^ That 
this is true to-day so far as preventing the Government from 
dealing with inconvenient subjects by unlawful arrest is 
illustrated by Secretary of State for Home Affairs v. O’Brien.^ 

The sequel to this case resulted in large sums being paid in 
compensation for their illegal deportation to a number of 
sympathisers with the cause of Irish Eepublicanism. It is 
true that a Government by command of its parliamentary 
majority can always escape the consequences of its invasion 
of the liberty of the subject by legahsing past illegalities by 
an Indemnity Act. But public opinion would be hkely to 
restrain a Government from taking such a course, so deep- 
rooted is the tradition of personal liberty. At all events no 
Indemnity Act was passed to relieve the taxpayer from 
the burden of paying compensation for the illegal acts in the 
case cited which were alleged to have been authorised by 
the Home Secretary after consultation with the Attorney- 
General. But the delegation to the Administration by 
Parliament of power to suspend the writ of habeas corpus 
which was granted by the Defence of the Eealm Acts, 1914- 
1915, shows that the safeguard is really at the mercy of the 
Government of the day. Clearly it would only be the plea 
of an emergency comparable with that of 1914 which would 
justify the grant of such a power, but the precedent does much 
to qualify Dicey’s assertion. His examples ^ of the suspension 
of habeas corpus for particular offences and of arming of 
the Administration with powers under the Irish Coercion 
Acts of the latter part of the last century are instances which 
fall far short of the powers conferred by the Defence of the 
Eealm Acts.^ Even so, it was necessary to pass an Indemnity 

^ See p. 222, ariie, 

2 [1923] A.C. 603 ; K. & L. 178. 

2 See pp. 228-232. 

^ Cf. the statement on p. 202, ante, that suspension of habeas corpus 
only related to one particular remedy for the protection of personal 
freedom. 
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Prohibition 

and 

Certiorari. 


Act in 1920 , a step whicli was rightly regarded by Dicey as 
a necessary sequel to every suspension. 

But the courts are able by orders of prohibition and 
certiorari to put a veto upon administrative action which 
is not authorised by law/’ and to some extent to hamper 
and supervise. So far as the protection of personal liberty 
is concerned they are seldom invoked, because habeas corpus 
proceedings raise the general issue of the illegality of deten- 
tion, whereas certiorari is confined to reviewing particular 
judicial (in the broadest sense) proceedings and prohibition 
s imil arly lies to restrain excess of jurisdiction by a court or 
body acting judicially. But modern administrative methods 
seldom lead to unlawful interference with the person. They 
are, on the other hand, expressly designed for the regulation 
of private interests, particularly proprietary interests. In 
this respect they are the antithesis of the common law which 
seeks to protect the individual proprietor in the enjoyment 
of his land and goods. There is also this difference to note. 
Parliament has not hitherto, as with habeas corpus, been 
asked to suspend the operation of these orders, though 
certain statutes have attempted to exclude the controlling 
jurisdiction of the courts by a formula like the conclusive 
evidence” clause.^ A provision in an Act which makes 
confirmation by the Minister conclusive evidence of com- 
pliance with the statute and states that the validity of a 
statutory order shall not be questioned in any legal proceed- 
ings whatever has not so far proved capable of review by 
the courts.^ It would perhaps be rash to prophesy that 
even this formula is watertight. At all events it is now 
the law that an order which is authorised by an enactment 
to have effect as if enacted m the Act may be held ultra 
vires in certiorari proceedings if the court considers that 
such an order is inconsistent with the provisions of the Act 
which authorised it.® Thus if an Act authorised the ma.]nng 
of orders for acquiring land for a specific purpose, such as 
road widening, an order which purported to acquire land 

^ See Willis, Parliam&rdary Powers of English Qovernmerd D&partmerds 
(1933), p. 101. 

* Ex 'parte Ringer (1909) 27 T.L.R. 718. 

® Minister of Health v. The King [1931] A.O. 494. 
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for erecting a municipal hospital could be quashed, even 
if it was expressly enacted that the order should have effect 
as if enacted in the Act. 

Apart, then, from these exceptional cases orders of 
certiorari and prohibition are available to determine ques- 
tions of excess of power. They are equally efficacious to 
raise the issue of abuse of process, e.g. bias, or other abuse of 
the rules of natural justice.^ In this sphere their applica- 
tion has, however, been narrowed. For a procedure pre- 
scribed by Parhament, as is the usual rule, cannot be held 
to offend any principle of natural justice. The remedies 
have, moreover, hitherto been encumbered with procedural 
technicalities which make them compare unfavourably with 
the somewhat similar function performed by the Conseil 
d'Etat in affording recours pour eocces de pouvoir as well as a 
remedy on account of detournement de pouvoir. 

The primary purpose of the order of prohibition is pre- 
vention by a higher court (the King’s Bench Division of the 
High Court) of excess of jurisdiction or an abuse of legal 
process by offending the rules of natural justice on the part 
of a lower court. Certiorari issues to remove a “ suit ” 
from an inferior court into the High Court whether to secure 
a fair trial or to remedy an excess of jurisdiction. It is 
also invoked after trial ” to quash an administrative order 
which has been made without jurisdiction or in defiance of 
the rules of natural justice. For many years past both 
orders have been granted against Ministers of the Crown, 
local authorities and other administrative bodies not 
primarily judicial in character, to control the exercise of 
powers of judicial and quasi- judicial decision. They extend 
to the acts and orders of a competent authority which has 
power to impose a liability or to give a decision which deter- 
mines the rights of property of the affected parties.” ^ 
Application is frequently made for both orders, certiorari to 
review an ultra vires act, prohibition to restrain its operation. 

^ See Ministers’ Powers Report, pp. 75 et seq.^ and the cases there 
cited. 

® Local Government Board v. Arlidge [1915] A.C. 120, at p. 140, in reference 
to certiorari, but applying equally to prohibition. 
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In the type of administrative case in wMcIl an order is 
commonly sought against a public body the applicant must 
show a special grievance over and above that suffered by 
the public at large. Until recently the application in such 
a case was made in the name of the King at the instance 
of his subject. The procedure closely resembled that 
described in the text for the writ of habeas corpus.^ But 
since 1938 orders of certiorari, prohibition and mandamus 
have been subject to simplified rules of court which may 
not include any “ return ’’ to the order and the old procedure 
of rule nisi and rule absolute has disappeared. All the 
writs were prerogative and traced their history back to the 
early days of the courts separating from the King’s Council. 
This particular exercise of the prerogative was entrusted to 
the Court of King’s Bench to enable it to supervise the 
administration of criminal and civil justice. Its importance 
increased with the abolition of the prerogative courts, in 
particular the Court of Star Chamber, and the consequent 
cessation of general control by the Privy Council over 
administration, such as was effective in relation to th6 poor 
law administration in Tudor and early Stuart days. The 
King’s Bench was in the eighteenth century the only means 
of checking, however partially, the autocratic rule of the 
county justices. The extension of the writs to the statutory 
authorities of the past hundred years is a natural develop- 
ment. For it was from the justices, or from the authorities 
created for particular purposes in their place {ad hoc 
authorities), that the elected local authorities derived the 
powers entrusted to them towards the end of the nineteenth 
century. 

The tendency is to enlarge the scope of both writs. A 
case of particular interest is The King v. Electricity Com- 
missioners, ex parte London Electricity Joint Committee,^ 

The Commissioners possessed statutory powers enabling 
them to drav up schemes for improving the existing 
organisation for the supply of electricity in districts. A 
scheme was not to become operative until a public inquiry 
had been held and other conditions fulfilled. A writ of 
^ See pp. 214-216. 2 [1924] 1 K.B. 171 ; K, & U 187. 
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prohibition was granted to prevent the holding of an inquir 7 
on the ground that the scheme to be presented at the inquiry 
was ultra vires. A public body, which could not be regarded 
as a court of law, was attempting to exercise powers which 
affected the rights of private companies responsible for the 
existing supply of electric current. It could not be regarded 
as exercising legislative, but judicial, functions in proposing 
to arrive at a decision on a scheme which would affect the 
rights of the electricity undertakings. Clearly in this sense 
judicial has a wide meaning which is not referable exclusively 
to what is done within the jurisdiction of a court of justice. 
The judgment of Atkin, L.J., as he then was, deserves careful 
study as affording many illustrations of the circumstances 
in which the courts have granted the writ in the past. It 
is also made clear that the common requirement of confirma- 
tion by a higher authority does not put an order of a local 
authority outside the category of a judicial proceeding which 
can be restrained by means of the writ of prohibition. The 
case should also be studied in connection with the writ of 
certiorari. 

Neither form of judicial order provides a means of 
appealing against the proper exercise of a discretionary 
power by the body to which a discretion has been entrusted 
by statute. The court has no power to substitute its own 
discretion for that of the administrative body. It can only 
restrain an excess or abuse of power : The King v. London 
County Council, ex farte The Entertainments Protection Associa- 
tion Ltd.^ 

Two decisions of the Court of Appeal illustrate the effective- 
ness of these writs. Both arose out of housing schemes 
prepared in terms which were alleged not to be authorised 
by the Housing Act then in force. In both cases the result 
of the proceedings caused serious delay in the progress of a 
local authority’s housing plans. The second case went to 
the House of Lords, who reversed the decision of the Court 
of Appeal, with the result that the Minister’s Confirmation 
Order of November, 1928, was held valid in March, 1931. This 
case at all events justifies Dicey’s claim that a prerogative 
1 [ 1931 ] 2 K.B. 215 . 
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writ maj be used to hamper the administrative action of the 
Government ! In The King v. Minister of Healthy ex parte 
Davis^^ an owner of property in the area of a proposed 
improvement scheme applied by a writ of prohibition to 
prevent the Minister from considering the scheme which he 
showed to contain provisions ultra vires the Housing Act, 
1926. He was successful on the ground that it was only 
within the jurisdiction of the Minister to confirm intra vires 
schemes. In the second case, The King v. Minister of Health, 
ex parte YajfS,^ the Minister had first modified the scheme 
submitted to him by the local authority and had then 
confirmed it. Prohibition was therefore of no avail. As 
submitted the scheme contained ultra vires proposals; as 
confirmed it was in law unobjectionable. Although the 
House of Lords differed from the lower court on the com- 
petence of the Minister to confirm a scheme which he had 
himself amended, both tribunals accepted the view that 
certiorari would lie to quash the confirmation of a scheme 
which was ultra vires at the time of the Minister making 
the confirmation order. Por the Act only contemplated that 
schemes should be presented for confirmation if they had been 
drawn up in strict compliance with its terms. 

Mandamus is an order issued by the King’s Bench Division 
to compel the performance of a public duty. The order, 
which is, hke the other prerogative orders and the writ of 
habeas corpus, granted at the discretion of the court, will 
only be granted where the applicant has a right to the 
performance of a legal duty and has no other equally appro- 
priate and convenient means of enforcing its performance, 
which he must have demanded and been refused. The duty 
must be one which is obligatory and not discretionary. But 
there may be an imperative obligation, as there is with a 
court in trying a case, to exercise discretion one way or 
another, which is enforceable by this means. This order is 
the means of compelling justices of the peace and judges and 
ofllcers of county courts to perform the duties of their ofiS.ce 

1 [1929] l K.B. 619. 

* [1930] 2 K.B. 98; [1931] A.C. 494, (suh nomim Minister of Health v. 
The King), 
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or to require courts of summary jurisdiction and quarter 
sessions to state a case for the opinion of the High Court. 
Mandamus also lies to compel an administrative tribunal to 
hear and determine an appeal ; ^ to require an election to 
be held ; ^ to enforce production to a ratepayer or his agent 
of the accounts of a local authority, notwithstanding that 
the officers of the authority could have been prosecuted for 
non-production ; ® to compel the execution of works by a 
public utility undertaking under its Private Act. Its applica- 
tion to the Central Government is limited because a Depart- 
ment is, generally speaking, under no duty to the subject, but 
only to the Crown, to perform its obligations.^ But it will 
lie to enforce the performance of some purely statutory duty 
allotted to the Department, as such, and not exercised by it 
on behalf of the Crown,® if the duty is one which the subject 
can show to have been owed to himself. 


(B) The Central Government 

It is a fundamental rule of English law that no action can 
be brought against the Crown. The rule is based upon the 
wider principle that the King cannot against his will be 
made to submit to the jurisdiction of the King’s courts. 
There would obviously be serious injustice if there was no 
way of making the Crown, acting through the various Depart- 
ments of State, liable in any circumstances, more particularly 
in the case of those Departments which are brought into 
contact with the trading community in connection with the 
supply of goods for the public service or with the general 
public by reason of their activities, such as building, naval 
shipping, military and air transport and the ownership of 
land for public purposes. 

1 The King v. Housing Tribunal [1920] 3 K.B. 334. 

® In re Barnes Corporation^ ex parte Butter [1933] 1 K.B. 688. 

* The King v. Bedwelty Urban District Council, ex parte Price [1934] 
1 K.B. 333. 

* The Queen v. Lordis of the Treasury (1872) L.R. 7 Q.B. 387. 

® The Queen v. Special Commissioners for Income Tax (1888) 2 Q.B.D. 
313, at p. 317. 
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Petition 
of Right. 


Although no action instituted in the ordinary form by 
writ of summons will lie against the Crown, there is a 
procedure governed by statute ^ whereby a petition of right 
may be brought by the subject both for breach of contract 
and to recover property which is in the hands of the Crown. 
It extends to the recovery of statutory compensation for the 
occupation by the Crown of private premises and probably 
for the enforcement of any obligation which is not tainted 
with tortious liability : Thomas v. The Queen ; ^ Attorney- 
‘General v. De Keyser's Royal Hotel Ltd.^ But in all contracts 
by the Crown to pay money there is an implied condition 
that the obligation is dependent upon the supply of funds by 
Parliament : Churchward v. The QueenJ^ In practice there 
is no difficulty in securing the payment by the Treasury of 
any sum awarded by the court to a successful suppliant, 
though as a matter of law the legal process of execution as 
a mode of enforcing a judgment debt is not allowed against 
the Crown. It is a condition precedent to the hearing of a 
petition by the court that the petition should be endorsed 
with the words, fiat justitia^ by the Crown. The fiat is 
granted on the advice of the Home Secretary, who takes the 
opinion of the Attorney-General. This opinion in practice 
determines the question whether or not the petition is to 
proceed to trial. There is no appeal against the refusal of 
the fiat, which is granted on showing a jprima fade cause of 
action, but cannot be obtained as of right. 

To succeed in a petition of right' it is necessary to show a 
legal right to redress. Thus, in particular, a servant of the 
Crown who is dismissible at pleasure cannot prove a breach 
of contract of service if he is dismissed without notice before 
the stated end of his term of office : Dunn v. The Queen,^ 
Even where a power to dismiss at pleasure cannot be implied, 
it does not follow that there is a remedy for breach of 
contract upon summary dismissal. In RdUy v. The King,^ 
where an officer appointed under statutory authority lost 

^ Petitions of Right Act, 1860. The text is summarised in Keir and 
Lawson, Cases in Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1933), 229-231. 

2 (1874) L.R. 10 Q.B. 31 ; K. & L. 231. 

3 [1920] A.C. 508 ; K. & L. 325. * (1865) L.R. 1 Q.B. 173. 

6 [1896] 1 Q.B. 116 ; K. & L. 241. « [1934] A.C. 176. 
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his office through its preraature termination by Act of Parlia- 
ment without compensation, it was held that there was no 
remedy. So far as the law of contract applied, his contract 
of service became void through impossibility. Such servants 
of the Crown (they are comparatively few in number) as hold 
office of a judicial or quasi-judicial character are employed 
on terms which preclude a power to dismiss at pleasure, 
e.g. where a statute prescribes a power to dismiss for cause 
stated, such as misconduct : Gould v. Stuart?- It is indeed 
not' certain how far service with the Crown can be regarded 
as contractual. It has been held that the Crown cannot by 
contract hamper its future executive action : Rederiaktie- 
holaget Amphitrite v. The King? In this case it was held 
that no action would lie for breach of an agreement between 
the Swedish owners and the British Government whereby 
the latter undertook to exempt from detention in a British 
port a neutral ship which traded with Great Britain during 
the Great War. This was an extreme illustration of the 
doctrine, and comes near to the conception pf act of State ; 
but the rule that, apart from statute, no one has authority 
on behalf of the Crown to employ anybody except upon 
terms of dismissal at the Crown’s pleasure is based upon 
similar grounds — ^that it is in the interests of the State that 
the Crown should be able to dispense with the services of its 
officers at any time. Upon this ground the decision in the 
case of Dunn v. Macdonald? which was the sequel to Dunn 
V. The Queen, can be supported. Dunn having lost his 
petition of right alleged unsuccessfully that Macdonald had 
impliedly warranted his authority from the Crown to engage 
him for a fixed period. But Dunn must be taken to have 
known that Macdonald, a superior officer who had engaged 
him, had no power in law to include such a term in a contract 
of service with the Crown. 

Thus servants of the Crown, with certain exceptions, do 
not fall within the benefit of any rule of law which can be 
enforced in the courts to protect their tenure of office. Such 
legal rights as they possess are contained in the Superannua- 

[1896] A.O. 575. * [1921] 3 K.B. 500 ; K. & L. 242. 

3 [1897] 1 Q.B. 401 ; K. & L., at p. 224. 


1 
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tion Acts, which stop short of giving any legal rights to 
pensions. Nevertheless the Civil Service in practice enjoys 
security of employment and, apart from misconduct, its 
higher ranks are by convention irremovable. Moreover there 
are rules contained in Orders in Council and Treasury 
warrants and minutes which provide the effective law of the 
Civil Service. These rules are not subject to determination 
by courts of law,^ because they are made under discretionary 
powers vested in the Crown. So far as disciplinary rules are 
concerned, the ultimate judge is the Minister of each Depart- 
ment acting through the senior “ permanent ” civil servant. 

In the special case of members of the armed forces there 
is to be noted a principle which excludes them from access 
to the ordinary courts for redress of grievances arising out 
of dismissal or other punishment by a court-martial or other 
service tribunal. ^ They enjoy no contractual rights even 
during their period of service ; they cannot sue for arrears 
of pay : Leaman v. The King ; ® no engagement between the 
Crown and any of its naval or military oflEicers can be enforced 
in respect of services, past or present, by a court of law : 
Kynaston v. AUorney-GeneraL^ 

A more important result to the general public of the rule 
that the Crown can do no wrong, which is not affected by 
procedure by petition of right, is that no action in tort lies 
against the Crown either in respect of civil wrongs expressly 
authorised by the Crown or in respect of wrongs committed 
by servants of the Crown in the course of their employment : 
Viscount Canterbury v. Attorney-General.^ Under the ordinary 
common law rule both the master and his servant would be 
liable in each case. Under the prerogative rule the actual 
wrong-doer, who will usually be a subordinate oflB.cial, can 
alone be sued. Nor is a superior servant of the Crown 
responsible for wrongs committed by his subordinates in 
which he takes no part. The reason for this is that one servant 
is not responsible in law for his fellow-servant’s acts, even 

1 See Jennings, The Law and the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), p. 182. 

^ See Keir and Lawson, Cases in Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1933), 
pp. 336-351. 

® [1920] 3 K.B. 663. 

® (1842) 1 Ph. 306 ; K. & L. 244. 


* (1933) 49 T.L.R. 300. 
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when, as is the case with the Crown, the master is immune 
from vicarious liability : Bainbridge v. Postmaster-General^ 

Both Minister and Permanent Secretary alike are as much in 
the service of the Crown as junior typist, office cleaner or 
telephone linesman. It is to be observed that in practice 
the Crown stands behind its servant who is made a defendant 
in an action for tort, and the Treasury will pay any damages 
awarded, but there is no legal means of ensuring acceptance of 
this liability to pay. Nor is it always an advantage for a 
plaintifE who has been injured, e.g, by the negligence of an 
official, to be opposed by the Law Officers of the Crown and 
to have to fight his case against the formidable legal talent 
which the Crown places at the disposal of its erring servant 
in order to protect the public purse.^ 

Notwithstanding the procedure (formerly by prerogative Judicial 
writ) by judicial order of certiorari or prohibition to control an 
excess or abuse of jurisdiction by an inferior court, the courts Tribunals, 
have shown a strong disinclination to interfere with the de- 
cisions of a military tribunal. This is so whether the tribunal 
be a statutory court-martial constituted under the provisions of 
the Naval Discipline Acts, 1866 and 1884, the Army Act, 1881, 
or the Air Force Act, 1917, a military court of inquiry, or a 
commanding officer exercising sumnaary jurisdiction, if the 
complaint against the findings of the tribunal is based upon 
reasons of malice or lack of reasonable and probable cause. 

The argument is that matters falling within the ordinary scope 
of military discipline ought to be determined by the appro- 
priate military tribunal, subject to review only by higher 
military authority. It is not clear how far this reluctance 
of the High Court to exercise its supervisory powers extends. 

In Heddon v. Evans ® Mr. Justice McCardie drew a distinction 
between hability for an act done in excess of, or without, 
jurisdiction, such as an assault, false imprisonment and 
other common law wrong, and one which, though within 
jurisdiction and in the course of military discipline, is alleged 
to have been done maUciously or without reasonable and 

1 [1906] 1 K.B. 178 ; K. & L. 252. 

* For relief by means of an action for a declaration, see p. 542, post 

* (1919) 35 T.L.R. 142, and R. O’Sullivan, Special Report. 
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probable cause. Only in the former case would a superior 
ofl&cer or the members of a military tribunal be liable to an 
action in the ordinary courts. 

In the case of Sutton v. Johnstone ^ the Court of Exchequer 
Chamber took the view that questions of malice or lack of 
cause on the part of an officer instituting court-martial 
proceedings ought to be tried in the same military juris- 
diction as determined the original charge. Chief Baron 
Kelly in Dawkins v. Rokeby^ expressed the opinion of a 
court of ten judges that the motives as well as the duty of a 
military officer acting in a military capacity were questions 
for a military tribunal alone, and did not fall to be deter- 
mined by a court of law. Nor would a civil action for libel 
lie at the suit of a subordinate officer against his commanding 
officer who had forwarded, with his own comments which 
were alleged to be defamatory, letters of the plaintiff addressed 
to a higher military authority : Dawkins v. Lord Paulet^ 
But this principle is not easy to accept when the allegation 
is, not that the accuser before the military tribunal is biassed, 
but that the tribunal itself has abused its jurisdiction, e,g, 
that one of the officer judges has acted maliciously. For an 
excess of jurisdiction, e.g. if a court-martial imposed a 
sentence not authorised by the Army Act, or sentenced a 
person not subject to military law (as in Wolfe Tone's Case)f 
an order of certiorari or prohibition would lie, but apparently 
these orders are not available to ensure that a military 
tribunal observes the rules of natural justice. 

The distinction lies in the fact that only when there is 
an excess of jurisdiction is any common law right of the 
plaintiff infringed, but Heddon v. Evans shows that the 
distinction is highly unsatisfactory. For what may be 
tortious when committed in excess of jurisdiction ceases to 
be tortious although done from the worst of motives if it can 
be shown to be within military jurisdiction. Moreover it is 
still open to the House of Lords to hold that the action of 

1 (1786) 1 T.R. o44. 

2 (1873) L.R. 8 Q.B. 255; see also Re Mansergh (1861) 1 B. & S. 400; 
121 E.R. 764. 

3 (1869) L.R. 5 Q.B. 94 ; K. & L. 341. * (1798) 27 St. & Tr. 614. 
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naval or military authorities in dismissing an officer or man 
from any of the services is a matter cognisable in a court of 
law : Fraser v. Balfour,^ per Finlay, L.C. ; for the decision 
of the House of Lords in Dawkins v. RoJceby ^ was on the 
ground of privilege of witnesses and did not affirm the wider 
proposition laid down in the Exchequer Chamber that such 
questions are not cognisable in a court of law. But as the 
law stands to-day persons in the military service of the 
Crown are excluded from access to the civil courts, if it can 
be shown that the cause of action is one which is properly 
cognisable by a military tribunal, no matter whether the 
motive of the defendant be in issue. 

The rule that the Crown may not be sued in tort protects Govcm- 
Government Departments whose acts are the acts of the Sep^rt- 
Crown, but it has been laid down by statute that certain menth ^ 
Government Departments may sue or be sued in their own 
name. It is necessary to look at the particular statute 
concerned to decide (1) whether such provision is purely 
procedural and designed to enable ordinary civil procedure to 
be used by or against the Crown where a right of action exists, 
or (2) whether it creates a new right of action and removes 
the prerogative immunity, thus making it possible to sue the 
Department or Minister in respect of a contract or in respect 
of a tort committed by subordinates. It is clear that the 
Minister of Transport may be sued in respect of contracts and 
torts arising out of his Department.^ In Graham v. Commis- 
sioners of Public Works ® it was held that the Commissioners, 
a body incorporated by statute, could be sued in respect of a 
contract for the erection of a public building, but the reasoning 
would equally apply where there was no incorporation. In 
Rowland v. Air Council ® it was held that the Air Council, 
which has not been incorporated, could not be sued on a 

1 (1918) 87 L.J.K.B. 1116. 2 (jgys) l.r. 7 h.L. 744. 

® The three following paragraphs are taken with minor alterations 
from Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law (2nd ed., 1935), pp. 346-349. 

The editor’s acknowledgment is made to Messrs. Longmans, Green & Co. 
for their courtesy in permitting the use of the paragraphs here. 

^ Ministry of Transport Act, 1919, s. 26 ; the section expressly provides 
for liability in contract, tort, or otherwise. 

« [1901] 2 K.B. 781. 8 ( 1923 ) 39 t.L.R. 228. 
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contract made on the Crown’s behalf, though the Act (Air 
Force (Constitution) Act, 1917) provided that the Council 
might sue and be sued by that name (s. 10 (1)) ; see also 
Rowland and MacJcenzie-Kennedy v. Air Council ^ (no hability 
for contract made on behalf of Crown), and Mackenzie-Kennedy 
V. Air Council ^ (action in tort will not lie against the Air 
Council). In Gilleghan v. Minister of Health,^ where there 
was a similar statutory provision, but the Minister had been 
created a corporation sole for limited purposes, it was again 
held that no action lay when it was sought to maintain an 
action in contract against the Minister in relation to a matter 
which did not lie within the limited purposes of the incorpora- 
tion. Such fine distinctions are a genuine hardship to bona 
Jide claimants, whose advisers are uncertain what procedure to 
adopt in face of the obscure state of the law. 

The peculiar position of the Crown in litigation was 
described by the Committee on Ministers’ Powers as giving 
rise to a ‘‘ lacuna in the rule of law.” ^ They pointed out 
that not only was the Crown not liable to be sued in tort, but 
also there was no effective remedy against the Crown in the 
County Court, and further the Crown had procedural advan- 
tages in litigation with subjects. They considered that 
Continental critics were justified in contending that under the 
rule of law in England the remedy of the subject against the 
Administration is less complete than the remedy of subject 
against subject. In addition to the inevitable advantage of 
the resources of the public purse, it was the rule at common 
law that the Crown neither paid nor received costs. Unless 
otherwise provided by statute, actions brought by the Crown 
were brought not by the ordinary procedure, but by Latin or 
English informations, archaic and unfamiliar forms which 
involved a defendant in extra legal expense. The Crown was 
not subject to the ordinary Statutes of Limitation and a right 
of action by the Crown was not barred for 60 years. In all 
actions, whether between the Crown and subjects or between 
subjects and subjects, the State may seek to prevent the 
disclosure of a document or of a class of documents which it 


1 (1927) 96 L.J. Ch. 470. 
* [1932] 1 Ch. 86. 


2 [1927] 2 K.B. 517. 

^ Ministers’ Powers Report, p. 112, 
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is not in the public interest to disclose. This is no hardship, 
as the court may inspect the document in order to test the 
validity of the claim of privilege.^ But in actions to which 
the Crown is a party the subject suffers an additional dis- 
advantage in that there is not available against the Crown the 
process known as discovery, by which a litigant can be com- 
pelled to disclose the nature of the relevant documents in his 
possession. 

The whole question was in 1921 referred to a Committee, crown 
which reported in 1927 in the form of a draft Bill.^ Under this 
Bill it was recommended {a) that the Crown should be liable Com- 
in tort ; (6) that the Crown itself should enjoy the protection 
of the Public Authorities Protection Act, 1893,® in the same 
way that servants of the Crown are protected under the present 
law ; (c) that petitions of right should be abolished and that 
proceedings by and against the Crown should be assimilated, 
as far as is possible, to ordinary civil proceedings ; (d) that 
costs should be awarded to and against the Crown ; (e) that 
discovery should, with proper safeguards, be available against 
the Crown. The Report has met with the support of lawyers 
and was endorsed by the Committee on Ministers’ Powers. It 
has not, however, yet become law, though by the Administra- 
tion of Justice (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act, 1933, it has been 
enacted (a) that proceedings by the Crown (though not pro- 
ceedings against the Crown) may be instituted in the County 
Court ; (b) that debts due to the Crown may, without pre- 
judice to procedure by means of information, be recovered by 
proceedings instituted by an ordinary writ of summons ; 

(c) that costs may be awarded to or against the Crown in any 
civil proceedings to which the Crown is a party. The opposi- 
tion to the adoption of the Report as a whole has so far been 

^ It is considered that this is a correct statement of the^ law, see 
Spigelmann v. H ocher (1933) 50 T.L.R. 87 ; Robinson v. State of South 
Australia [1931] A.C. 704 — (a Privy Council case discussing an Australian 
State rule of court in the same terms as the English rule (R.S.C., 0. xxxi. 
r. 19 (a) (2)). But in Anhin v. London and North Eastern Railway [1930] 

1 K.B. 527, it was held by the Court of Appeal that privilege could properly 
be claimed for a document the production of which was contrary to the 
public interest ; normally the court will accept a Minister’s assurance, but 
it probably has an absolute discretion to decide for itself. 

® Crown Proceedings Committee Report, 1927, Cmd, 2842. 

® For text see App. sec. vi. 
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stubborn. Law Officers have repeatedly declined to accept 
the principle that the Crown should be made liable in tort, 
but the recent changes just referred to may be taken as 
evidence of a change of opinion, and it can only be a matter of 
time before it is conceded that the Crown shall be liable in 
tort. 


(C) LoajH Authorities ^ 

Doctrine of Local authorities in England and Wales are the County 
ultra vires, Qo^ncils, the Metropolitan Borough Councils, the Borough 
Councils (acting on behalf of municipal corporations), the 
District Councils (Urban and Eural) and the Parish Councils. 

Apart from certain qualifications in the case of borough 
councils, all these bodies are subject to the general rule of 
ultra vires : Baroness Wenloch v. River Dee Oo,^ A statutory 
corporation has no power to do any act which is not authorised 
by statute, or by the memorandum of association in the case 
of companies incorporated under the Companies Act, 1929 : 
Ashbury Railway Carriage and Iron Co. v. Riche.^ It is 
sufficient for the exercise of a power that it be incidental to 
the exercise of an express statutory power : Attorney-General 
V. Great Eastern Railway Co.,^ but an act which is prima 
facie within a statutory power may be held invalid if it has 
been exercised for a wrong purpose or by a wrong procedure.® 
So far as general legal powers are concerned a local 
authority may exercise such of the powers of a natural 
person as are conferred upon it by the Local Government 
Act, 1933 — the constituent enactment relating to local 
authorities which confers their general powers. As a 
governmental body a local authority derives its powers from 
special statutes, such as those dealing with public health, 
housing, highways, poor relief (public assistance), regional 
planning, education and similar public services. When the 
validity of an act done by a local authority is questioned in 

^ See especially Jennings, The Law relating to Local Authorities (1934), chs. 
V and vi ; Robinson, Public Authorities and Legal lAability (1925). 

2 (1885) 10 App. Cas. 354. » (1875) L.R. 7 H.L. 653. 

* (1880) 5 App. Cas, 473. ^ See p. 487, ante. 



ADMINISTRA TIVE LA W 


537 


the courts, the application of '^ra vires is usually in relation • 
to the interpretation of these special statutes granting specific 
powers. These, of course, include many powers which no 
individual exercises in his private capacity. 

The fact that the local authority has been endowed with a 
corporate personality is irrelevant for this purpose. The 
special statute would be interpreted in exactly the same 
way by reference to the doctrine of ultra v: 'es if the defendant 
authority was an unincorporated body. Excess of special 
statutory powers is both void and illegal, as infringing 
individual liberty of action, e.g. in the exercise of compulsory 
acquisition of property. There is, however, no illegality in 
exceeding corporate capacity as such : the excess is merely 
void as being something within the lawful capacity of the 
individual which is not granted to the corporation by its 
constitution. This distinction may be of importance in 
determining tortious liability, which can only lie for a 
wrongful, i.e. illegal, act. 

The powers of the statutory local authorities (i.e. all Contracts, 
except municipal boroughs) to acquire property are confined 
to the fulfilment of their statutory functions. Contractual 
capacity of all local authorities is defined by Local Govern- 
ment Act, 1933, s. 266. 

(1) A local authority may enter into contracts necessary for 
the discharge of any of its functions. 

(2) All contracts made by a local authority or by a committee 
thereof shall be made in accordance with the standing orders 
of the local authority, and in the case of contracts for the supply 
of goods or materials or for the execution of works, the standing 
orders shall : 

{a) require that, except as otherwise provided by or under 
the standing orders, notice of the intention of the authority 
or committee, as the case may be, to enter into the contract 
shall be published and tenders invited ; and 

(6) regulate the manner in which such notice shall be 
published and tenders invited : 

Provided that a person entering into a contract with a local 
authority shall not be bound to inquire whether the standing 
orders of the authority which apply to the contract have been 
complied with, and all contracts entered into by a local authority, 
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liiabiiity 
for wrongs 
of 

omission. 


if otherwise valid, shall have full force and effect notwithstanding 
that the standing orders applicable thereto have not been com- 
plied with. 

But it is in connection with tortious liability that the legal 
position of local authorities and their servants is of interest 
as a matter of administrative law. 

In order to establish liability for damage caused by the 
exercise of statutory powers, it is necessary to show that 
some wrongful act has been committed. The general 
principle is that, where Parliament has expressly authorised 
something to be done, the doing of it cannot be wrongful. 
Thus any damage resulting to private individuals is damnum 
sine injuria, which is not actionable at the suit of a private 
individual. Compensation for such injury is commonly 
provided by Parhament. But the courts construe statutory 
powers strictly, i,e. in favour of the citizen, and will not 
interpret such powers as authorising interference with private 
rights if they are not imperative : Metropolitan Asylum 
District v. Hill?- If the performance of a statutory duty 
is imperative, or the exercise of a statutory power in- 
evitably causes injury to a private individual, there is no 
remedy at common law : Hammersmith and City Railway Co, 
V. Brand,^ But if the exercise of a statutory power necessarily 
results in such injury, a local authority must avoid aggravating 
the injury by negligent execution and must exercise to the 
full any other powers whereby such injury could be avoided : 
Oeddis v. Proprietors of Bann Reservoir.^ 

A local authority, like any other corporation, is, generally 
speaking, liable for a breach of duty by omission when that 
breach is a tort which, if committed by a private person, 
would have rendered that person liable. Such cases are 
rare, for tortious liabiUty usually involves either a positive 
wrongful act or at least a failure to act which constitutes 
negligence. In some few cases the breach of a statutory 
duty through non-performance does not constitute a tort, 
if the duty is owed to the public and not to an individual. 
This class of case is illustrated by Cowley v. Newmarhel Local 

i (1881) 6 App, Cas. 193. a (1868) L.R. 4 H.L. 171. 

a (1878) 3 App. Cas. 430, at pp. 455-456. 
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Board, ^ where failure to keep a highway iu proper repair to 
the injury of an individual, as opposed to the public at large, 
was held not to impose upon the highway board tortious 
liability to the person injured. Breach of a statutory duty by 
a local authority may moreover be (and usually is) redressable 
by a statutory remedy which excludes the common law 
remedy of damages : Saunders v. Holhorn District Board ^ — 
where failure to perform the statutory duty of clearing street 
refuse was held not to entitle a person suffering special 
damage to any right of action. A breach of duty may also 
be punishable on indictment as a misdemeanour® or as a 
public nuisance where the breach is injurious to the public 
as such. 

To impute liability to a corporate body as an artificial Liability 
legal entity for positive acts of wrong-doing, intentional or 
negligent, is logically impossible. For the doctrine of ultra negligent 
vires excludes the possibility of a corporation having amongst 
its limited powers the statutory power to commit torts. A 
local authority may have power to co mmit acts {e.g, to 
coerce individuals in order to tax them or to acquire their 
property against their will) which would be tortious in the 
individual at common law. But the very fact that a power 
is statutory makes it legal and excludes liability for its 
exercise within the terms of the statute. The doctrine of 
vicarious liability has, however, overcome this logical 
difficulty. A local authority is thus liable for the tortious 
acts of its servants and agents which are intentional or 
negligent : Ellis v. Fulham Borough Council ^ (negligence by 
reason of inadequate measures to render a paddling pool safe 
for children resorting thereto in a public park) ; Metropolitan 
Asylums District v.Hill ® (erection of a smallpox hospital under 
statutory powers in a manner which caused a common law 
nuisance). This liability includes fraud, false imprisonment, 
conspiracy and maintenance. The limitation is that the 

^ [1892] A.C. 345 ; cf. Ouilfoyle v. Port gf London Authority [1932] 

1 K.B. 336, where it was held that there was liability for breach of statutory 
duty to repair a bridge which was not part of the highway. 

2 [1895] 1 Q.B. 64. 

* The King v. Pinney (1832) 3 B. and Ad. 947 ; K. & L. 363. 

* [1938] 1 K.B. 212. ® (1881) 6 App, Cas. 193. 
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agent or servant must have acted within the scope of his 
employment, as defined by the general law relating to vicarious 
liability. 

The difficulty that the commission of any tort by a 
corporation is vlim vires is overcome by including within the 
scope of employment any act done by the servant, even 
though it be tortious, which is within the general scope of 
the authority’s statutory powers : Percy v. Glasgow Corpora- 
tion'^ illustrates this. Two municipal tramway employees 
in the course of their employment as collectors of fares gave 
a passenger into custody, in circumstances which amounted 
to false imprisonment through a mistake in interpreting their 
powers as employees of the corporation. Moreover in a 
number of cases a local authority has been held liable, 
even though neither the authority nor its servants were 
acting within the general scope of statutory powers. In 
Campbell v. Paddington Corporation^^ a stand" built by 
employees of a corporation which had no power to authorise 
its erection was held to constitute a public nuisance. Avory, 
J., seems to have regarded a resolution of the council to 
erect the stand as an authentic act of the corporation. He 
dismissed as absurd the view that the corporation could not 
be sued because it had no legal right to do what it had done. 
Thus a local authority enjoys no special immunity as such, 
though as with other corporations it is but seldom that the 
act which constitutes a tort can in fact be imputed to the 
entity (as opposed to its servants or agents). 

It is, however, not always the case that persons who are 
apparently the employees of a local authority are acting in 
that capacity in the commission of the act which constitutes 
the tort. They may, as in the general law of vicarious 
liability of a master for his servants’ acts, be engaged upon 
‘^frolics of their own.” They may have such powers of 
independent discretion as not really to be under the control 
of the authority in the exercise of the function in question ; 
as for example in Evans v. Liverpool Corporation^^ where the 
corporation was held not liable for the negligence of a visiting 
physician employed at a hospital for infectious diseases which 

1 [1922] 2 A.C. 299. =* [1911] 1 K.B. 869. 3 [jgoe] 1 K.B. 160. 
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was provided under statutory powers. Again they may be 
acting under tbe control of a central authority, even though 
appointed by a local authority, or exercising general statutory 
powers which do not constitute them the servants of the 
appointing authority. Thus in Stanbury v. Exeter Corporation^^ 
an inspector was appointed by the corporation under the Dis- 
eases of Animals Act, 1894, the execution and enforcement of 
the provisions of which were laid upon local authorities. The 
corporation was held not liable for his negligent conduct in 
having seized and detained in a market sheep suspected of 
disease. The inspector was acting under an order of the 
Board of Agriculture (as it then was) and therefore was not 
negligent in the performance of duties delegated to him by 
the corporation. 

In Fisher v. Oldham Corporation ^ — an action for false 
imprisonment — a police constable was held not to be the 
servant of the watch committee which had appointed him, 
paid, clothed and could dismiss him, when he mistakenly 
arrested the wrong person. For powers of arrest are con- 
ferred upon a constable by statute and in exercising them he 
is not the servant of the local police authority. 

In the case of servants of the Crown it is to be remembered 
that for a tortious act as well as for a crime the actual wrong- 
doer is personally liable. Officers of a local authority are 
seldom made defendants, partly on account of the statutory 
exemptions under the Public Health Act,® partly because in 
practice the authority itself is more worth suing. Officers and 
other employees of local authorities also enjoy the consider- 
able protection of the Public Authorities Protection Act, ISQS.'* 
Thus, subject to the provisions of these Acts, so far as liability 
is incurred for breach of contract or for tort by local 
authorities (whether directly or vicariously for the acts of 
their servants and agents) they may be amenable to ordinary 
process of the courts. 

The doctrine of ultra vires is often invoked by an in- 
terested ratepayer who has suffered no damage from either 

^ [1905] 2 K.B, 838 ; see also Tozelavd v. West Ham Union [1907] 
1 E:.B. 920. 

^ [1930] 2 K.B, 364. ^ See p. 488, n, 1, aiUe. For text see App. sec. vi. 
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of these common law causes of action. Here equity out of its 
ordinary range of remedies provides in the injunction a power- 
ful weapon to restrain excess of power : Attorney-General v. 
Merthyr Tydfil Union?- An injunction lies not merely to 
restrain ultra vires acts which have already been committed 
from being repeated, but also to prohibit an excess of power 
which is anticipated. It may -be granted irrespective of the 
existence of other remedies : Attorney-General v. Sharp? 

The court can also grant relief by a declaration ® under 
Order xxv, s. 5, which reads as follows : 

No action or proceeding shall be open to objection on the 
ground that a merely declaratory judgment or order is sought 
thereby and the court may make binding declarations of right 
whether any consequential relief is or could be claimed. 

This type of ‘"remedy” achieved popularity with Trade 
Unions and their members who are prevented from enforcing 
directly certain contracts by the Trade Union Act, 1871, s. 4 : 
Kelly V. National Society of Operative Printers^ Assistants? 
It has also been used against the Attorney-General to obtain 
relief against the Crown : Dyson v. Attorney-General ; ® though 
its application to mitigate the hardships of the Crown’s im- 
munity from suit is somewhat narrow. For it does not, it 
would seem, lie for a money claim against the Treasury which 
can only be the subject of a petition of right.® Somewhat 
similar to a declaratory judgment is the practice of local 
authorities agreeing to state a case on points of law for the 
decision of the court. 

Normally actions for declaratory judgments are brought in 
cases where some other remedy is or could be claimed; 
in practice that other remedy is an injunction, or (rarely) 
specific performance. But it is an obvious convenience in a 
dispute (say) between two public authorities to be able to 
have the law determined in its application to a particular 
case without seeking a coerpive remedy against the opposing 

1 [1900] 1 Ch. 516. a [1931] 1 Ch. 121. 

® Jennings, “Declaratory Judgements against Public Authorities in 
England ” ; 41 Yale Law Jourrial (1931-32), 419. 

* (1916) 84 L.J.K.B. 2236. « [1911] 1 K.B. 410 ; K. & L. 265. 

® Rowlatt, J,, in Bombay and Persia Steam Navigation Co, v. Maclay 
[1920] 3 K.B. 402, at p. 408. 
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side. Within certain limits this type of relief may be sought, 
even when no consequential relief could be claimed.^ The 
same is true of the remedy by injunction. 

An injunction or a declaration can be claimed by an 
individual against a local authority if he has suffered special 
damage to his person or his property. If his interest in a 
dispute is merely that of one of the general body of rate- 
payers, the proceedings, which are known as relator actions, 
are brought in the name of the Attorney-General at that 
officer’s discretion, either to restrain a public nuisance or to 
prevent a local authority from exceeding its statutory powers : 
Attorney-General v. Tynemouth Oor'poration^ a case where 
certiorari was also available to test the validity of the matter 
in issue. But a person can sue without joining the Attorney- 
General (1) if interference with a public right, such as obstruc- 
tion on the highway, also constitutes a tort against the 
plaintiff; (2) where no private right of the plaintiff is interfered 
with, but he in respect of a public right suffers special damage 
peculiar to himself from the interference with the public 
right, e,g, where he would suffer greater inconvenience than 
his neighbours from interference with an open space over 
which the public had rights of access.® By the Local 
Government Act, 1933, s. 84, procedure by quo warranto 
has been superseded for the purpose of deciding the validity 
of tenure of an office by a simpler process in the High Court 
or in a court of summary jurisdiction. Proceedings may be 
instituted against any person acting as a member of a local 
authority or as a mayor of a borough on the ground of 
disqualification for office. The High Court may grant a 
declaration that the office is vacant, an injunction to restrain 
the defendant from acting in the office, and may order the 
payment of penalties. A court of summary jurisdiction has 
power to fine up to a maximum of £50 for each conviction 
of a person for acting in his office while disqualified. 

There remains procedure by order (formerly preroga- 
tive writ) to which reference has already been made.^ 

^ See Jennings, 02 ?. cit,, pp. 416-421. * [1899] A.C. 293. 

® Boyct V. Paddington Corporation [1903] 1 Ch. 109. 

* App. sec. i (6) (A), ante. 
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Procedure by mandamus, prohibition and certiorari play a 
prominent part in the settlement of administrative disputes 
with local authorities. Since, as has been seen, decisions in 
the judicial and quasi-judicial manner become increasingly 
the duty of administrative authorities, prohibition and 
certiorari, which only lie for excess of jurisdiction or 
illegality, are invoked against the decisions of assessment 
committees, housing and town planning authorities and 
licensing bodies. 

(D) Independent Statutory Authorities ^ 

No attempt to classify the various independent authorities 
which Parliament has created outside the accepted categories 
of Government Departments and elected local authorities 
is needed for our purpose. Independence sometimes means 
freedom from Treasury control, but generally speaking by 
independent statutory authority is meant one of the numerous 
bodies which are not represented by a Minister in Parliament. 
For the purpose of determining the legal liability" to the 
ordinary courts of these bodies and their oflicers and servants, 
it is necessary to examine in each case the Act of Parlia- 
ment which contains their constitution. In general a 
statutory authority is a body corporate with a common 
seal and with power to hold land without licence in mort- 
main. It is only in exceptional cases that these bodies act 
on behalf of the Crown and so come within the same category 
as those Government Departments which enjoy the status of 
incorporation without losing the prerogative immunities of 
the Crown.^ The functions of the Unemployment Assistance 
Board and of the officers and servants appointed by the 
Board are exercised on behalf of the Crown.^ There are 
similar provisions in the constitutions of the Commissioners 
for the Special Areas and the Live Stock Commission.^ Thus 

^ For accounts of public service authorities, see Terence O’Brien, British 
Experiments in Public Ownership and Control (1937) ; and Public Enter- 
prise (1937), edited by W. A. Kobson. 

2 App. sec. i (6) (B), ante, 

® Unemployment Act, 1934, 6th Sch., para. 9. 

^ See Special Areas (Development and Improvement) Act, 1934, 2n(l 
Sch., para. 5 ; Live Stock Industry Act, 1937, s. 1, 1st Sch., para. 2. 
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it would appear that in the case of these authorities their 
legal liability is to be determined by the same rules which 
apply to the liabilities of Government Departments, though 
constitutionally speaking they enjoy a measure of independ- 
ence from parliamentary control and are not represented, 
directly at all events, by a Minister in Parliament. 

It is not possible to give a detailed list of the governmental 
organs, apart from the local authorities, which are not 
represented in Parliament,^ but generally speaking it has not 
been found necessary to confer upon these bodies the 
immunities from legal liability enjoyed by the Crown. 
Accordingly, if an authority is a statutory body, legal 
liability is determined by the same rules as apply to local 
authorities. Amongst the bodies that fall in this category 
may be mentioned the Central Electricity Board, the British 
Broadcasting Corporation which operates under Eoyal 
Charter and under a licence from the Postmaster-General, 
the London Passenger Transport Board, the Agricultural 
Marketing Boards, the Wheat Commission, and the Coal 
Mines Reorganisation Commission. It follows that the 
officers and servants of these bodies are protected in their 
relations with the body employing them by the ordinary 
law of master and servant, unlike their colleagues in the 
Civil Service. 

In some cases Parliament has recognised the public 
functions of these bodies by protecting from disclosure 
information furnished to them in the course of their duty. 
While this does not affect directly their legal liability, it 
may have a considerable effect upon legal proceedings arising 
out of their activities. Thus, for example, although the 
Potato Marketing Board is not a Department of State but 
“ a domestic executive body with statutory powers,’’ returns 
furnished to the Board are privileged from disclosure, under 
summary penalty, in all legal proceedings other than those 
specifically excepted by statute.^ A similar protection is 
afforded to information supplied to the Import Duties 

^ For a comprehensive list see Jennings, Cabinet Governmevit (1936), pp. 
433-436. 

® Agricultural Marketing Act, 1931, s. 17 (2). See Rowell v. Fratt 
[1938] A.C. 101. 
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Advisory Committee and to the Coal Mines Eeorganisation 
Commission.^ 

It is interesting to note that bodies Hke the Central 
Electricity Board and the London Passenger Transport 
Board, which are examples of public bodies engaged in trade, 
operate under a very different constitution from that of the 
Post Office, which so far as legal liability is concerned is 
still able to oppress both its customers, the public and its 
numerous servants with the niceties of the law relating to 
proceedings against the Crown. There is no justification, save 
in the seniority of the Department, for this distinction being 
made in the liabilities of monopolistic public undertakings. 

There are a few other authorities which cannot be properly 
described as Government Departments, since no Minister 
answers for them in Parliament. They do not fit into the 
category of independent statutory authorities. The principal 
examples are the Charity Commission and the Forestry 
Commission. There is no express provision in the constituent 
Act for either Commission to exercise powers on behalf of 
the Crown. Each contains one or more members appointed 
from among members of the House of Commons, but they 
do not rank as Ministers. The Commissioners are appointed 
by the Crown, and may be regarded as acting on behalf of 
the Crown and, therefore, as enjoying immunity from process 
to the same extent as Government Departments.^ In the 
case of the Charity Commission there is no provision that 
the Commission may sue and be sued. There ds such a 
provision in the case of the Forestry Commission, but, as 
has already been seen,® this probably does not by implication 
deprive the Commission of the privileges of the Crown as 
litigant.^ 

^ See Import Duties Act, 1932, s. 10 ; Coal Mines Act, 1930, s. 8. 

* But cf. Graham v. Commissimers of Public Works [1901] 2 K.B. 781. 

® See p. .533, arde. 

* But cf. Gillegha'a v. Minister of Health [1932] 1 Ch. 86. 
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SECTION II 

Public Meetings and Liberty op Discussion 

INTRODUCTORY 

The opinion has been expressed in the Introduction ^ that 
the importance of Dicey’s interpretation of the rule of law to 
the student of public law to-day Hes largely in the influence 
it has exerted towards preserving flberty of speech and of 
association from restrictions imposed by Parliament, which 
would empower the Administration to suppress political 
criticism. It is clear that ‘‘ arbitrary ” power could be 
conferred by statute so as to inhibit freedom of speech, just 
as administrative law has encroached upon individual rights 
in other directions. The object of the two notes which 
follow is to indicate how far in the present state of the law 
the Government possesses the means of suppressing criticism 
and the articulation of opinion hostile to themselves. The 
result will show that Dicey’s first meaning of the rule of law 
does not, as the law of England stands to-day, substantiate 
his deduction that, because a man can only be punished for 
a breach of the law, the Government has not the means of 
exercising a wide discretionary authority to control political 
discussion. That no Government would exercise its legal 
powers to the full is not due to any application of the separa- 
tion of powers to the distribution of governmental functions 
under the constitution, for the courts can but apply the 
law if it is invoked in all its severity. The effective safeguard 
lies in the presence of an elected House of Commons where 
the right of His Majesty’s Opposition to criticise, to question 
and to oppose is jealously preserved. 

( 1 ) THE LAW OF PUBLIC MEETINGS ^ 

(A) The Problem 

The fundamental principle of the British constitution is 
that of democracy. Freedom of association as well as 

^ Pp. Ixxiii, Ixxxiii, ante. 

® Part of this sub-section was published as an article in Modern Law 
Leview, December, 1938. 
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freedom of speech are essential to democracy. Without 
free elections the people cannot make a choice of policies. 
Without freedom of speech the appeal to reason which is the 
basis of democracy cannot be made. Without freedom of 
association electors and elected representatives cannot band 
themselves into parties for the formulation of common 
pohcies and the attainment of common ends.” ^ 

The various extensions of the franchise have secured 
that the people may make their free choice by election 
protected by the provisions of the Ballot Act, 1872 , and of 
the legislation against corrupt and illegal practices. The 
law of pubhc meetings deals with the legal aspect of public 
expression of opinion by the spoken word and by demon- 
stration. Its object is primarily to prevent and to punish 
outbreaks of disorder. For this reason Dicey based his 
argument upon the assumption that all meetings were lawful 
unless the misdemeanour of unlawful assembly was com- 
mitted by the participants. This note, which attempts to 
deal in outline with the powers of the police to control 
meetings and processions, shows that the offence of unlawful 
assembly plays only a small part in the potential control 
over pubhc expression of opinion which can be exercised by 
the Administration. A distinction may be drawn at the 
outset between hberty to express opinions, political or other- 
wise, from the liberty which the law affords as to choice of 
time and place. The present note deals with the latter 
aspect of freedom of speech. 

Liberty of speech is conditioned, as a matter of private 
law, by the law of libel and slander, irrespective of the place 
of utterance. Substantially this is true also of the limita- 
tions imposed upon speakers by the criminal law of blasphemy, 
obscenity and even sedition. But public law — for such 
xmdoubtedly is that part of criminal law which relates to 
offences against the State and public order generally, what- 
ever may be said about offences against individual persons 
and their property — ^without denying liberty of speech as 
such, is concerned to restrict the mode of its exercise in 
public places on several grounds. Speakers in the past 
1 Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), p, 13. 
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have been prosecuted for riot and kindred ofEences, of which 
unlawful assembly has been the most fruitful of judicial 
decisions, and, it so happens, of obscurity as to the state of 
the law. To-day, with the recognition that it is the function 
of the police to prevent as well as to secure punishment for 
offences, clashes between the police and speakers at public 
meetings more often result in (i) applications to magistrates 
to bind over speakers suspected of likelihood of causing 
breaches of the peace under the old jurisdiction which dates 
from a fourteenth-century statute and perhaps is inherent in 
the commission of the peace — Lansbury v. Riley ; ^ (ii) charges 
of obstructing the police in the execution of their duty under 
the Prevention of Crimes Acts, 1871 and 1885 ; or (iii) and 
most frequently, summary charges of insulting words or 
behaviour or of assault. 

But whatever be the technique of legal administration it 
will be admitted that the law is not entirely clear. This is 
an inherent defect in the methods of our common law. That 
it can be cured, given sufficient measure of public agreement, 
is shown by the enactment of the Public Order Act, 1936, 
though that every public ill can be cured by legislation is a 
proposition to which assent should not be too readily given. 
Before then considering the law it is well to inquire as to 
what are the prospects of sufficient agreement as to the 
right attitude of a democratic State towards free expression 
of opinion by means of public speeches and demonstrations. 
In passing it may be noted that it is not always the case in 
a written constitution that any right of public meeting should 
be among the constitutional rights conferred by the con- 
stitution, e.g, in Belgium, public meetings are entirely 
subjected to police regulations. A Government of the 
United Kingdom in the mid-twentieth century is sufficiently 
alive to the necessity of listening to protests against public 
evils without the protestants having to resort to force to 
secure their ends. It is true that it is only a quarter of a 
century ago that the suffragette movement demonstrated 
against the Government with a show of violence. Nor can 
the problems of the Governments in India or the Administra- 
^ [1914] 3 K.B. 229. 
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tions of Palestine and some of the Colonies be overlooked. 
But if in the present conditions in England a Government 
can afford to allow the armoury of legal weapons which are 
available to interfere with demonstrations against its policy 
to rust and decay, so far as concerns the safety of Ministers 
and public buildings, it remains true that the inhabitants of 
localities are still hable to suffer grave inconvenience from 
the enthusiasm of agitators. In other words the problem of 
control of public speech is one which ought to be approached 
from the point of view of the private citizen and his need 
for protection, rather than of the safety of the State and its 
officers. 

The problem of maintaining order in Bermondsey seems 
on this view to differ fundamentally from that of the 
disorders which broke out in the earlier part of the nine- 
teenth century. For it is no longer the Government which 
as a whole needs to protect itself and its rich supporters from 
violence ; it is householders and their families, chiefly in 
poorer districts, who look to the Government, i.e. to the 
police, to protect them on occasions such as Fascist and 
Communist demonstrations, and to a minor extent at general 
elections. From certain public utterances of the present 
Home Secretary one may be assured that he at least is alive 
to the private nuisance aspect of unlicensed liberty to speak 
and demonstrate in public to the annoyance of one’s 
neighbours. And it is a view which the metropolitan 
magistrates can confirm. 

Accepting the belief that meetings and processions serve 
an essential purpose and have their value as characteristics 
of democracy, to what extent ought the law to provide and 
its administrators to exercise power to curb these demonstra- 
tions ? The law should be clarified and relieved of obsolescent 
statutes of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
which were passed to meet emergencies of a different char- 
acter and administered by government officers before the 
days of the modern police. Few would regret the repeal 
(or advocate the re-enactment, as the case may be) of the 
Seditious Meetings Act, 1817 (one section of which survives), 
or any of the Six Acts. 
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But however much the law is clarified, the problem of its 
administration remains. There will always be over-zealous 
police officers whose suspicions and beliefs as to the proba- 
bility of breaches of the peace will result in proceedings in 
courts of summary jurisdiction, if not in actual force being 
employed by the police against demonstrators who do not 
actually intend to disturb the peace, but are advocates of an 
unpopular cause. Some discretion must be entrusted to the 
police, no matter how precisely the law is formulated. There 
is need as much for the formulation of policy which will 
influence police administration as for actual reform of the 
law. The police function does not differ essentially from 
that of most administrators. It calls for the exercise of 
discretion at every turn. It is noticed because more mem- 
bers of the public are directly concerned with police activity 
than with that of Government Departments. Courts of law 
are not the best agencies for controlling the exercise of 
administrative discretion. 

There is no need to accept all the criticisms which have 
been directed against the police of recent years. That a 
few deplorable incidents have occurred may be conceded. 
But in this connection there may be detected a tendency on 
the part of authority to deal more harshly with counter- 
demonstrations than with promoters of meetings which 
provoke such a form of opposition. This is sometimes 
construed as favouring the Eight Wing against the Left. 
But it is submitted that the real explanation is that the 
supporters of the Extreme Left, if only becaus'e of lack of funds 
to organise meetings and to advertise, are more often found in 
counter-demonstrations than as conveners of the meetings 
which cause them to assemble. It was stated in the House 
of Commons by the Under-Secretary of State for the Home 
Office in December, 1937, that in a period of five months at 
twenty meetings the promoters were asked to close down 
because of the attitude of the crowd ; thirteen of these were 
Fascist meetings. The action of the police in favouring the 
meeting first in the field is not merely excusable, but strictly 
in accordance with their duty to preserve order at a meet- 
ing lawfully assembled : Tindal, C.J., Charge to the Bristol 
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Grand Jury : ^ The King v. Finney} Moreover the appeal to 
reason which freedom of speech should secure is defeated if 
the appeal is made inaudible by counter-demonstrations. 

But what is the policy which ought to influence the law 
and its administration ? Can we strike a happy mean, 
which, while freely allowing expression of all points of view 
in pubhc, nevertheless permits authority to prevent disorder 
in the neighbourhood ? Ought liberty of - speech to include 
licence to provoke opposition to the point of disorder ? It 
may be that, until we have learned a greater measure of 
toleration — and great improvement has been achieved in 
this direction in the past century and more — no solution 
is practicable. Something could be done by affording fuller 
facilities for the free use of public buildings to all political 
organisations, such as is at present granted by the law at 
election times to candidates. This would have the effect of 
checking the desire for marches of impecunious demon- 
strators which so seldom achieve their purpose, and which 
so frequently embarrass the reasonable use of the highway 
by the inhabitants of districts which they frequent. If public 
opinion will not tolerate the total banning of street meetings 
and processions by the police, such as has been enforced 
under statutory powers in certain districts of London for 
many months, it must seek to reduce the causes which lead 
not infrequently in certain quarters to disorder. These 
causes are in part due to hooliganism, in part to provocation 
by enthusiasts for an unpopular cause, but it may be sur- 
mised that the resistance shown to such enthusiasts does not 
always come from those whom they deliberately provoke so 
much as from irresponsible hangers-on. It is not always 
Jews or Fascists who are charged after meetings and 
processions of the latter. 

(B) The Present State of the Law 

Dicey contributed a long note ® to his chapter on the Right 
of Public Meeting (Chapter VII). 

1 (1832) 5 Car. & P. 261 ; K. & L. 359. 

2 (1832) 9 B. & Ad. 947 ; K. & L. 363. 

^ 8th ed. (1915), pp. 497 et seq. 
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Four important questions connected witli the right of public 
meetings require consideration. 

These inquiries are : 

First : Whether there exists any general right of meeting in 
public places ? 

Secondly : What is the meaning of the term, unlawful 
assembly % 

Thirdly : What are the rights of the Crown or its servants in 
dealing with an unlawful assembly ? and 

Fourthly : What are the rights possessed by the members of 
a lawful assembly when the meeting is interfered with or 
dispersed by force ? 

In 1938 our task must differ somewhat from that under- 
taken by Dicey. The first question has recently been 
answered comprehensively by Professor Goodhart^ in an 
article which also discusses the kindred matter of processions, 
apart from the restrictions now imposed by the Public Order 
Act, 1936. 

The second question is now of less importance, for recent 
practice shows that the police no longer prosecute for unlawful 
assembly the promoters of meetings or processions as opposed 
to participants in disturbances caused by strikes and lock-outs. 

Thirdly, Dicey speaks of the ‘^rights of the Crown and 
its servants in dealing with an unlawful assembly.” The 
general issue, namely, the rights of the police to deal with 
meetings and processions, is the crucial one to-day. 

The fourth question, ‘‘ What are the rights possessed by 
the members of a lawful assembly when the meeting is 
interfered with or dispersed by force ? ” is still important. 

There is another question,^ namely, ‘‘Does there exist any 
general right of admission to meetings held on private 
property, such as premises hired for the occasion, so far as 
meetings advertised as open to the public are concerned ? ” 
This is the point raised by Thomas v. Sawhins,^ 

1. {a) Does there exist any general right of meeting in 
public places? Professor Goodhart attributed the uncer- 

^ Cambridge Law Journalj vol. vi (1937), pp, 161 et seg., “Public 
Meetings and Processions.” 

® See A., L. Goodhart, Thomas v. SawTcinSj “ A Constitutional Innova- 
tion,” Cambridge Law JournaL vol. vi (1936), pp. 22 et seq. 

» [1935] 2 K.B. 249. 
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tainty of the law to two causes — ^the limited number of 
reported cases and the over-simplification in certain text- 
books. There is a third contributory cause of uncertainty 
in the fact that the greater part of the cases which are 
reported start in magistrates’ courts as prosecutions for 
insulting language or behaviour, assault or obstruction of the 
police in the execution of their duty. Such cases can go no 
higher than the Divisional Court. It is only by civil pro- 
ceedings that the issue can be clarified by the Court of Appeal 
and so far no opportunity has arisen for enabling that tribunal 
to consider the question. Professor Goodhart’s theme is that 
the legal principles governing public meetings and public 
processions should be distinguished. He points out that 
Beatty v. GillbanJcs ^ was a case of a public procession, not of a 
public meeting. 

The starting-point of every discussion on this topic 
must be the law relating to user of the highway and it is 
clear that, in the absence of special licence from the appro- 
priate owner of the highway, no person can claim that he and 
his fellow-men in unison can exercise their right of passing 
and repassing along the highway by standing still and 
making a speech or listening to speeches, as the case may be.^ 
It is an offence to obstruct the passage of any footway or 
other highway : Highway Act, 1835, s. 72. Nor is it any 
defence to show that the obstruction only affected part of 
the highway and left clear a way of passage.® Nor need the 
obstruction so caused necessarily amount to a nuisance at 
common law. The public are trespassing upon the highway 
in so far as they do more than ‘‘ pass and repass at their 
pleasure for the purpose of legitimate travel ” including 
reasonable rest and recreation by the wayside : Harrison v. 
Duke of Rutland ; ^ Hickman v. Maisey,^ 

Against whom is the trespass committed ? The answer 

1 (1882) 9 Q.B.D. 308. 

2 See JSx parte Lewis (1888) 21 Q.B.D. 191, at pp. 196-197. Wills, 
J., treats the right of public meeting as one which has long since passed 
out of the region of discussion and doubt as being irreconcilable with the 
right of free passage. 

® Homer Y* Gadman (1886) 16 Cox, 420; and see Jennings, The Law and 
the Constitution (2nd ed., 1938), p. 253. 

^ [1893] 1 Q.B. 142. 


« [1900] 1 Q.B. 762. 
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to this in urban areas is the highway authority in which 
the surface of the highway is vested. The term, ’ highway, 
includes squares and other open spaces repairable by the 
local authority. But it is obvious that civil proceedings 
are of little use to check the holding of meetings unless these 
are duly advertised in advance. The question whether the 
local highway authority can ask the police to prevent the 
meeting is answered by the Highway Act. In any case a 
meeting usually constitutes a public nuisance — by reason ot 
the obstruction which can be shown to have been caused — 
remediable by indictment or under local by-laws by summary 
proceedings. Professor Goodhart’s conclusions are that every 
unlicensed public meeting can be regarded as a trespass against 
the individual land owner or public body in whom the surface 
of the highway is vested, since the highway can only be used 
for the purpose for which it has been dedicated. Any other 
unlicensed use, however desirable it may be from other 
standpoints, is legally wrongful. If the highway is used for 
any purpose other than travel, a trespass may be committed 
even though no one is obstructed and no injury done, but 
that trespass is against the local highway authority or the 
owner of adjoining land and not a wrong against the members 
of the public. So far as they are concerned, the matter is 
only a wrong if it constitutes a public nuisance or an obstruc- 
tion under the Highway Act, 1835. The few English cases 
on this subject are collected in Professor Goodhart’s article.^ 

There is, however, an interesting case from Scotland 
which seems to have escaped most English writers in M'Ara 
V. Magistrates of Edinburgh,^ A proclamation had been 
issued by the magistrates prohibiting the holding of meet- 
ings in certain Edinburgh streets unless a license to do so 
had been previously obtained. Penalties were imposed for 
breach of the proclamation, which purported to be issued 
imder powers conferred by an Act of 1606, having for its 
object the staying of unlawful conventions. A street orator, 
who had been convicted for a breach of the proclamation, 
brought an action for declarator on the ground {inter alia) 

^ See especially The. Queen v. Graham and Burns (1886) 16 Cox, 420. 

» [1913] S.C. 1059. 
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that the magistrates had no authority to issue the proclama- 
tion and that he was not bound to obey it. The court held 
that the Act of 1606 was in desuetude and further that the 
magistrates were not empowered by common law or by any 
other statute to issue such a proclamation and consequently 
set aside the conviction. The orator was acquitted on a 
second charge of a breach of the peace. The case is a good 
example of the Scots law doctrine of desuetude, which is 
unknown to our law. Its interest for us lies in the argument 
that the magistrates have a general power of preventing 
misuse of the streets and of prohibiting their use for any but 
primary public purposes, though not by proclamation. The 
Lord President says,^ “ there is no such thing as a right for 
the public to hold meetings as such in the streets.” In this 
respect, then, the law of Scotland does not differ from English 
law. He goes on to discuss the right of passage and says 
that it is a question of degree what more the public can do in 
the streets besides passing and repassing. The right of free 
speech is a perfectly separate thing from the question of 
where that right is to be exercised. The Lord President 
declines to generalise as to whether free speech can be 
exercised in open spaces and public places, but, as regards the 
streets, he is clear that the magistrates, and not the police, 
are the judges, though the police are the ministerial officers 
for executing the magistrates’ decisions and moving on 
members of the public who choose to assemble in defiance 
of the magistrates. 

Another Scottish case of interest is Aldred v. Miller^ 
which follows M^Ara^s case in denying a private right to 
any individual to make use of any public streets for holding 
meetings, and goes on to say that, if a public meeting is so 
held, the court must pay due regard to the equal partici- 
pation of all members of the public in the various uses for 
which the streets are kept open, of which free and unrestricted 
passage is the most important but not necessarily the only 
iise. In the case in question there was clear evidence of 
obstruction contrary to the express terms of a local Police 
Act in Glasgow. 

^ [1913] S.C., at p. J073, per Lord Dunedin. 


2 [1924] J.C. 117. 
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In discussing public processions, Professor Goodhart regards 
a procession as distinct from a meeting as prima facie 
lawful, though even in the case of a procession the right 
is not an absolute one and depends upon the facts of each 
particular case as to whether the highway is being used in a 
reasonable manner. His distinction rests upon this basis — 
that a procession is passing and repassing, which is an 
admitted right of members of the public, whereas a meeting 
is necessarily stationary and therefore constitutes a trespass. 

The two Scottish cases cited above apply equally to 
processions as to meetings and emphasise that a person 
must not selfishly engross a public right for himself. If, 
therefore, obstruction is proved as a fact, a procession con- 
stitutes infringement of the law just as much as a meeting. 
The English case of Burden v. Rigler^ shows that a meeting is 
not necessarily unlawful because it is held upon a highway, 
but it certainly does not establish any right to meet there. 

The position with regard to the police seems to be that, 
if they can prove that any obstruction is caused, they can 
prosecute under the Highway Act or similar statutory 
powers, or indict for public nuisance the promoters of and 
participants in any public meeting and equally so with a 
procession held upon the highway. Thus the right is reduced 
to this : any person may hold a public meeting if he has 
obtained beforehand the assurance of the local chief officer 
of police that he will not take proceedings against him on the 
ground of obstruction. Even so, any member of the public 
who is inconvenienced in his use of the highway can presum- 
ably take proceedings on his own. 

But the recent case of Duncan v. Jones ^ goes further 
and seems to show that, even if no obstruction can be estab- 
lished and no trespass be in issue, the police may, on the 
ground that there is a reasonable apprehension of a breach 
of the peace by B, C and D if A makes a speech, prevent A 
from addressing a meeting at which B, C and D are present. 
This admittedly raises a problem of general application — can 
A be prevented from performing a lawful act because it is 
apprehended that B may thereupon commit an unlawful 
1 [1911] 1 K.B. 337. a [1936] 1 K.B. 218. 
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act ? But it affects fundamentally the particular question of 
whether there can be any meeting at all without police license. 

The appellant Duncan, a woman speaker, was told by 
Jones, an inspector of police, who was present at the proposed 
place of meeting, that she could not hold a meeting there in 
N. Street, but could hold it in D. Street, 175 yards away. 
She thereupon mounted a box saying, I am going to hold 
it,’’ was taken into custody without resistance on her part 
and later charged with and convicted of obstructing the 
police oJB&cer in the execution of his duty. Mrs. Duncan had 
held a meeting some fourteen months previously at the same 
spot, which was opposite a training centre for the unem- 
ployed. The previous meeting had been followed on the 
same day by a disturbance inside the training centre which 
the superintendent of the centre attributed to the meeting. 
In the intervening months Mrs. Duncan had made several 
attempts to hold other meetings at the same spot. It was 
not, however, alleged that on this occasion she caused an 
obstruction or that she or any of the persons at the meeting 
had either committed, incited qr provoked any breach of the 
peace. The appeal to quarter sessions was dismissed and a 
case was stated to the Divisional Court as to whether there 
was evidence on which quarter sessions could form the opinion 
upon which the conviction of obstructing the police officer in 
the execution of his duty could be upheld. Quarter sessions 
had found : 

(1) that in fact (if it be material) the appellant must have 
known of the probable consequences of her holding the meeting 
—namely, a disturbance and possibly a breach of the peace — 
and was not unwilling that such consequences should ensue ; 

(2) that in fact the respondent reasonably apprehended a 
breach of the peace ; 

(3) that in law it thereupon became his duty to prevent the 
holding of the meeting ; and 

(4) that in fact, by attempting to hold the meeting, the 
appellant obstructed the respondent when in the execution of 
his duty. 

Now the point at issue was whether the police inspector 
had any duty to prevent the meeting. If he had no such 
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duty, he could not complain of being obstructed in doing 
that which it was not his duty to do, and he is in the same 
position as the over-zealous policeman whose action was 
disapproved in Beatty v. Gillbanhs,^ when he arrested the 
Salvationists because he feared unlawful opposition from 
another body. No breach of the peace, actual or contem- 
plated as occurring by reason of the present meeting, was 
in question. Indeed the police suggested a place nearby for 
holding the meeting. What was feared was a repetition of a 
disturbance inside the training centre, such as had followed 
the appellant’s meeting held outside fourteen months earlier. 
The police inspector based his fears upon the opinion of the 
official in charge of the centre, whose apprehensions would 
certainly have been material, had the case been one involving 
a charge of unlawful assembly. But no such charge was in 
issue, though presumably it would have been brought had 
there been any grounds for so doing. It is true that it was 
found as a fact that the appellant must have known of the 
probable consequences of her holding the meeting, namely, a 
disturbance, and possibly a breach of the peace, and was not 
unwilling (sic) that such consequences should ensue. But 
this is equally true of the Salvationists in Beatty v. GillbanJcs, 
or, for example, of a Conservative speaker who holds an election 
meeting in a Communist district where his previous attempts 
to hold meetings have been broken up in disorder. Both 
are prepared to risk disturbances which it is the duty of the 
police to prevent, in the last resort by dispersing the meeting. 
But Mrs. Duncan neither caused nor apprehended disorder 
at her meeting. It would thus appear that the common law 
of England, which rightly penalises the speaker who persists 
in insulting language and behaviour, Wise v. Dunning,^ has 
ceased to protect the speaker who merely desires to give 
expression to his opinions without causing any obstruction 
or committing, inciting or provoking any breach of the 
peace.^ 

It is submitted that, not only is there no'right to hold a 
public meeting as the law stands to-day, but every promoter 

^ (1882) 9 Q.B.B. 308 ; see pp. 274 et seq., ante, - [1902] 1 K.B. 167. 

a [1936] 1 K.B., at p. 219. 
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of such meeting may have to face what is in effect a double 
trial : 

(i) By an administrative official — a police officer, who can 
decide beforehand whether he is prepared to allow the meet- 
ing to be held. If he is willing to approve the meeting, 
the courts are unlikely to be troubled with a case against 
the promoters, though of course proceedings against both 
onlookers and participants may ensue if disorder actually 
breaks out, as on the occasion of the march of the British 
Union of Fascists in South-East London in October, 1937. 

(ii) By the courts : possibly if the promoter fails to obtain 
previous police approval, certainly if he declines to accept 
police refusal to grant such approval. For the police can 
intervene not merely on account of a breach of the peace, 
actual or apprehended, but also may stop a meeting or a 
procession if it can be shown that it causes an obstruction by 
interfering with the ordinary use of the highway. 

It is not for a lawyer as such, even a constitutional 
lawyer, to say whether the power of licensing public meetings 
ought to lie with the police. But the result of the existing 
law is that it does. As citizens of a democratic State we 
may pause to inquire whether it would not be better to 
provide a reasonable measure of free facilities for public 
meetings, adjacent to the highway or (as at election time) in 
public buildings for those who wish to air their political 
views among their neighbours. If free discussion is accepted 
as an essential hberty, ought the law to permit the police to 
hamper it as regards the place of its exercise merely on 
account of suspicions as to probable consequences ? 

1. (6) Public 'processions. It is the opinion of those 
responsible for the maintenance of order that public pro- 
cessions are more likely to provoke opposition of a character 
harmful to the general public than public meetings. It may 
be argued that the enactment of the Public Order Act, 1936, 
gave effect to this opinion. As a matter of law, processions 
— as distinct from meetings — are ynma facie lawful, since 
the participants are severally entitled to pass and repass on 
the highway provided that no obstruction is thereby caused. 
But a procession may become unlawful so soon as it causes 
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an obstruction. The decisions of the Scottish Courts quoted 
above show that there is no monopoly of the right of passage 
given to any class of users of the highway. Now it is arguable 
that, while a public meeting on the highway is a nuisance if it 
causes (as it must) any obstruction at all, a public procession 
is not, if in all the circumstances and notwithstanding obstruc- 
tion of some degree, the user of the highway is reasonable. 
M^Am V. Magistrates of Edinburgh {ante) shows that warning 
by the police could not merely of itself render the user 
unlawful ; that is a matter for judicial determination by 
magistrates. There is no English authority where the 
legality of processions has been considered at length.^ But 
if the police warning is based upon a reasonable apprehension 
that somebody as a result of the procession being held will 
commit a breach of the peace, it will be an offence under 
the Prevention of Crimes Acts, 1871 and 1885, to hold the 
procession, just as it is to hold a meeting, if Duncan v. Jones 
{ante) be rightly decided. But this case deals only with 
apprehensions of disorder arising at the time of assembly. 
Apart from this the question is one of reasonableness. Pro- 
vocative conduct by the procession may well result in a 
riot or, at least, unlawful assembly. There can be no certain 
test of what is reasonableness. Moreover, to emphasise the 
distinction between meeting and procession, there is the 
authority of the Public Order Act which seems to show that 
the existing state of the law (apart from special Acts of 
hmited application and by-laws of certain districts) for 
prevention of processions was regarded as inadequate, for 
s. 3 specifically authorises their prevention. The provisions 
of the Act relating to meetings, on the other hand, are confined 
to the prohibition of carrying offensive weapons, offensive 
conduct at meetings and an amendment of the Public 
Meetings Act, 1908, and are not concerned with meetings 
in a public place or highway, as such, at all — presumably 
because the Home Office regarded the existing law as 
adequate to enable meetings on the highway to be prevented. 

Sir Samuel Hoare ^ has pointed out that the Public Order 

^ Cf. Lowdens v. Keaveney [1903] 2 T.R, 82 ; and Cambridge. Law Journal, 
vol. vi (1937), at pp. 171-172. ® Letter to The Times, 19th June, 1937. 
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Act stops short of giving him as Home Secretary, or a chief 
officer of police, or the Commissioner in the Metropolis, any 
power to prohibit altogether a particular procession in 
advance of its assembly, though the Home Secretary by 
s. 3 (2) and (3) may consent to an order limited to three 
months prohibiting all processions (but not meetings) in a 
defined area, viz. that of a borough or district council (or 
part thereof) and in the County of London, the Metropolitan 
Police District. In the Metropolis the Commissioner of 
Police is empowered to make an order with the consent of 
the Home Secretary. Elsewhere the application for pro- 
hibition must be endorsed by the appropriate local borough 
or district council. So far the only orders made have been 
in the Metropolitan Police District. Thus the law is that the 
right of public procession, so far as it exists, may be destroyed 
by administrative action initiated by the police over a 
specified area for a limited period. The prohibition must be 
general in its application and not directed to particular 
gatherings calculated to provoke disorder. 

Such being the law, it is clear what those who believe 
in freedom of speech by means of processions, as with 
meetings, have to rely upon a reasonable exercise of their 
powers by the police. Police neutrality, given the best will 
in the world, is apt to favour the existing order of govern- 
ment which promoters of meetings and processions are often 
concerned to attack. The prohibited area provisions of the 
Public Order Act at least have this merit, that they apply 
impartially to all assemblies in the area in which the Home 
Secretary’s order operates for the time being. But the 
solution is far from ideal, beneficial though it has proved 
to be to the inhabitants of some of the poorer quarters of 
London. 

2. What is the meaning of the term “ unlawful assembly ” ? 
The importance of this definition to-day lies in its insistence 
upon apprehension of a breach of the peace. The definition 
of what constitutes the misdemeanour of unlawful assembly 
is now reasonably clear— “ An assembly of three or more 
persons with intent either, (a) to commit a crime by open 
force or, (b) to carry out any common purpose, lawful or 
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unlawful, in such a manner as to give firm and courageous 
persons in the neighbourhood of such assembly reasonable 
grounds to apprehend a breach of the peace in consequence 
of it.’’ The difiS.culty lies in its application. For it is not 
always easy to ascertain what amount to circumstances 
calculated to inspire a breach of the peace, without proof of 
which this offence, unlike that of criminal conspiracy, cannot 
be committed. It is, of course, for the courts to determine 
what is reasonable apprehension, but it is usually for the 
police to supply the evidence upon which they base the 
apprehension which has caused them to bring this charge. 
And the police, alive no doubt to the risk to themselves of 
inaction, are naturally prone to suspect a breach of the 
peace when a meeting or procession is being interrupted by a 
vocal opposition. But it is important in this connection to 
emphasise that a breach of the peace is not synonymous with 
a breach of the law. A fight in a public place, an assembly 
for fighting in a private place, a duel, and a challenge to 
fight are given as the only examples in Halsbury, Laws of 
England,^ of breaches of the peace. This is no authority for 
holding a battle of words as such to constitute a breach of 
the peace. 

Dicey considered that one of the questions which remained 
open for decision was, ‘‘ need the breach of the peace, or fear 
thereof, which gives a meeting the character of illegality be 
a breach caused by members of the meeting ? ” His answer 
was that a meeting lawfully conducted and with a lawful 
object is perfectly lawful and does not become unlawful from 
the mere fact that it may cause wrongdoers who dislike the 
meeting to break the peace. On the other hand a meeting 
which, because of the illegality of its object or the conduct 
of its members, does cause a breach of the peace by persons 
opposed to the meeting, may thereby become an unlawful 
assembly. An otherwise perfectly lawful meeting, if it in 
fact causes a breach of the peace on the part of wrongdoers 
who oppose the meeting, may, if the peace can be restored 

^ Laws of England, 2n(i ed., vol. x (1933), Arts. 476-478, which do not, 
however, attempt a definition. Nor does the index to Russell, Crime 
(9th ed., 1936), give any reference to a breach of the peace as such. 
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by no other means, be required by the magistrates or other 
persons in authority to break up. Eefusal on the part of 
members of the meeting to disperse in these circumstances 
constitutes the meeting an unlawful assembly. 

It is then the primary duty of the police to preserve order 
by dealing with disturbances which needs emphasis. It is 
not for a police officer to take the easier course of prohibiting 
the continuation of a lawful meeting unless all other steps 
to prevent a breach of the peace have been taken. Nor, of 
course, can a meeting be prevented in advance by declaring 
it unlawful, at all events, until the recent decision of Duncan 
V. Jones — which related to events occurring on the actual 
occasion of attempting to hold a meeting — turned the flank 
of Beatty v. GillbanJcs by enabling the police to arrest would- 
be speakers under the Prevention of Crimes Acts, 1871 and 
1885, on charges of obstructing the police in the execution of 
their duty. 

3. The rights of the Crown in relation to unlawful assembly. 
Dicey’s third question was : ‘‘ What are the rights of the 
Crown or its servants in dealing with an unlawful assembly ? ” 

The question to-day resolves itself into an examination 
of the powers of the police in dealing with meetings and 
processions. So far as statute law is concerned the following 
list of Acts, though not comprehensive, gives some idea of 
the wide powers of the police. 

(i) 13 Car. II, Sess. 1, c. 5 (1662), is an Act against tumultuous 
petitions to the King or Parliament, which was not repealed 
by the Bill of Eights. 

(ii) The Eiot Act, 1714:, provides in substance that if 
twelve or more persons whose conduct in the opinion of a 
magistrate is riotous continue together for one hour after 
he has read to them the proclamation ordering them to dis- 
perse, fail to disperse at the expiration of the hour, any 
force necessary to disperse them may be used and the alleged 
riotous assembly becomes a felony, if it has not already 
become so because of the commission of some such act as 
arson or other malicious damage to property. 

(iii) Much of the legislation which was passed between 
1790 and 1830 was of a temporary character or has been 
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repealed. It was largely inspired by the fear of the governing 
classes lest the events of the French Revolution should be 
repeated in England. But in addition to the Incitement to 
Mutiny Act, 1797, there remain on the statute-book the 
Seditious Meetings Act, 1817, so far as concerns s. 23, which 
makes meetings of more than fifty persons when Parliament 
or either House is sitting, unlawful assemblies if held within 
one mile of Westminster Hall, and the Unlawful Drilling 
Act, 1820, aimed solely against meetings for drilling and 
arming. Within the last few years two speakers were 
charged under the former Act with disturbing the peace and 
as inciters of persons to take part in mass demonstrations 
which were calculated to involve a contravention of the 
provisions of the Act. 

(iv) Highway Act, 1835, s. 72, makes it an ofience to 
obstruct the passage of any footway or other highway. It 
is no defence that part of the highway is left clear for the 
passage of other users : Homer v. CadmanI 

(v) In the Metropolis s. 52 of the Metropolitan Police 
Act, 1839, empowers the police to make regulations as to 
routes and to prevent obstruction of streets and thorough- 
fares within the Metropolitan Police District on the occasion 
of public processions. Section 54 of the same Act imposes a 
summary penalty for the use of threatening, insulting or 
abusive words or behaviour with intent to provoke a breach 
of the peace, or whereby a breach of the peace may be 
occasioned in any thoroughfare or public place. The Town 
Police Clauses Act, 1847, which since the Public Health 
Act, 1875, s. 171, has applied to all Urban Districts (outside 
the Metropolitan area), empowers the police to make orders 
for preventing obstruction in the streets during public pro- 
cessions, rejoicings, illuminations, and in any case when the 
streets are thronged. This Act contains a power of arrest 
without a warrant of any person found committing any 
offence under the Act, whether punishable upon indictment 
or upon summary conviction. Section 28 creates a large 
number of offences relating to obstruction, annoyance or 
danger to residents or passengers in any streets. Amongst 

1 (1886) 16 Cox, 420. 
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other offences are those of placing or leaving . . . any cask, 
tub, basket, pail or bucket ... or placing or using any 
standing place, stool, bench, stall or showboard on any 
footway. These provisions seem to hinder the activities of 
the tub-thumper. Moreover, the use of profane or obscene 
language in any street is also punishable. There are in 
addition a variety of Acts which enable local authorities to 
place restriction by means of by-laws upon the use of public 
open spaces, such as recreation grounds. By the exercise of 
such powers restrictions may be placed upon the holding of 
public meetings. 

(vi) In cases where serious disorder results in damage to 
property owing to the activities of a meeting, the Malicious 
Damage Act, 1861, makes it a felony to demolish or pull 
down or destroy property, or to begin to do any of these 
things. The Act also creates many other offences relating 
to injury and destruction to property. Under this head 
should also be mentioned the Biot Damages Act, 1886, 
which requires the ratepayers to make compensation to 
individual property owners whose premises have been injured 
or destroyed. 

(vii) More especially concerned with meetings, as such^ is 
the Public Meetings Act, 1908, as amended by the Public 
Order Act, 1936, s. 6, which imposes a penalty on the 
breaking up of a public meeting and gives the police power 
upon reasonable suspicion to take, at the request of the 
chairman, the name and address of any person who acts in 
a disorderly manner at the meeting. The Act, as amended, 
contains a power for the police to arrest any person suspected 
of committing any offence under the Act who refuses to give 
his name and address to the police ; a constable may also 
arrest him without a warrant if he reasonably suspects such 
person of giving a false name and address. 

(viii) Finally, there are the provisions of the Public Order 
Act, 1936, which, in addition to prohibiting the use of 
uniform in connection with political objects and prohibiting 
quasi-military organisations, gives the police power to give 
such directions to the organisers of processions as they may 
think necessary for the protection of public order, including 
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conditions prescribing the route and prohibiting the entry 
to any public place specified in the directions, s, 3 (1). The 
wider powers of this section, which enables a general prohibi- 
tion on all meetings in defined areas for a period not exceed- 
ing three months to be imposed, have already been noticed. 
Section 4 prohibits the carrying of any offensive weapons at 
public meetings and processions. Section 5 makes applicable 
to any public place or any public meeting the existing pro- 
hibition under the Town Clauses Act on the use of threaten- 
ing, abusive or insulting words or behaviour with intent to 
provoke a breach of the peace. Actually, this does not seem 
to add much to the existing state of the law — at all events 
as regards street meetings and processions. The earlier 
legislation, which was enacted in an age when Governments 
feared revolution, rather than disorder, is not in practice 
enforced to-day. Its retention on the statute-book does, 
however, invest the authorities with power to impose restric- 
tions of unnecessary severity, should the decision to enforce 
the letter of the law be taken in times of political crisis. 

The civil remedies of trespass and nuisance which were 
discussed in the first part of this note are not in practice 
available to the police, and indictment for a public nuisance 
is too clumsy a weapon. There remain a number of criminal 
offences which may apply in the circumstances of a particular 
meeting, such as criminal libel and the various offences com- 
prehended under the title of sedition, blasphemy, obscenity, 
unlawful assembly, rout and riot. Of these it is seldom 
that any offences are charged other than unlawful assembly 
and common law riot. Eecent practice seems to indicate 
that, although the police may bring charges of these crimes, 
in the case e,g, of demonstrators at a pit-head during a colliery 
strike, they use other weapons to impede the conduct of 
meetings where they deem it desirable to intervene. In the 
twelve months prior to July, 1937, there were 320 prosecutions 
arising out of public meetings and processions. The bulk of 
these cases were charges of insulting behaviour, obstructing 
the police or assault. In only 27 cases were sentences 
of imprisonment imposed.^ Duncan v. Jones obviates the 
1 H. of C. Debates, vol. 326 (1937), col. 350. 
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necessity of proving that a meeting is unlawful before it can 
be dispersed. Thomas v. Sawkins gives the police the right of 
entry to any meeting to which the public is admitted. And 
who will question but that the presence of the police may 
be a powerful deterrent to free discussion of, at all events, 
political matters ? 

Finally, there is a power vested in justices of the peace 
to control the holding of public meetings indirectly by 
making orders binding over the promoters and others to 
keep the peace, or alternatively be of good behaviour. This 
long established power of obscure origin is recognised in 
Lansbury v, Riley,^ Possibly it rests upon the statute of 
1360 ; possibly it is a common law power implicit in the 
commissions held by justices of the peace. Presumably 
the power cannot be invoked to restrain the holding of 
meetings which have a lawful object solely on the ground 
that the opponents of the promoters may commit breaches 
of the peace if the meeting is held. But it is not necessary 
to prove that any individual person goes in bodily fear in 
order to obtain an order for entry into surety for good 
behaviour. It may be remembered that the advertised 
speakers at meetings in connection with the hunger marches 
of a few years ago were required to enter into such sureties 
in advance of the meetings. It is, of course, true that the 
duty to exercise this power lies with the magistrates and 
not with the police. But it would seem difficult for any 
bench of magistrates to refuse the application made by a 
responsible police officer who stated his bona fide reasons for 
objecting to a meeting, whether on the grounds of an appre- 
hended breach of the peace, or the past reputation of an 
advertised speaker. 

In brief, it would seem that the statute law, even before 
the Public Order Act, was adequate to enable the police to 
control actual disorder at meetings. The Act admittedly 
gives them greater power with regard to processions, in that 
they may now persuade the appropriate authority to prohibit 
all processions for a space of time in a given area, but other- 
wise it seems to add little to the existing state of the law so 
1 [ 1914 ] 3 2 ^ 9 , 
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far as actual meetings and processions are concerned. The 
ordinary range of criminal offences, with the possible excep- 
tion of unlawful assembly, lie dormant : the modern practice 
is to impede the holding of meetings which come under a police 
ban by charges brought under the Prevention of Crimes Acts 
or for insulting behaviour or assault, or by applications to 
bind over the promoters in advance to be of good behaviour. 
These powers, coupled with the power of entry recognised in 
Thomas v. Sawkins, enable the pohce to control and, if need 
be, to prevent the holding of meetings. 

4. What, finally asks Dicey, are the rights possessed by 
members of a lawful assembly when the meeting is interfered 
with or dispersed by force ? The answer to this question is of 
general application, though strictly it ought only to apply 
to public meetings held off the highway in some place such 
as a hired hall where questions of trespass, obstruction and 
nuisance do not arise. But in practice organised meetings 
and processions are permitted to take place in or near the 
highway and therefore the rights of the promoters of such 
assemblies, if the proceedings are interrupted by opponents 
or dispersed by force, do not differ from those of promoters 
of indoor activities. 

The Public Meetings Act, 1908, as amended by the Public 
Order Act, 1936, s. 6, affords some measure of statutory 
protection. Burden v. Rigler^ shows that it is no defence 
to a charge under the Act of disorderly behaviour at a public 
meeting to plead that the meeting was unlawful simply by 
reason of the fact that it was held on the highway. This 
does not, of necessity, make a meeting unlawful ; each case 
is a question of the reasonableness of the user of the highway 
in the particular circumstances. 

The Public Meetings Act is not, however, a particularly 
effective measure. Prosecutions under it are rare. But it 
does, as amended by the Public Order Act, give a weapon to 
a chairman which he may use effectively if there are police 
present at the meeting. For, as we have just seen, it is 
now within the chairman’s power to request the police (but 
not private stewards) to take the name and address of a 
^ [louj 1 K.B. 337. 
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person suspected of acting in a disorderly manner and the 
police are empowered to arrest any one who refuses to give 
his name and address or who is suspected by the constable 
of giving a false name or address. 

Apart from this enactment it is clearly the duty of the 
police to preserve order. Whether or not they are invited 
to attend a meeting the preservation of the peace is their 
paramount duty, as the Bristol Biot Case of 1831 shows ; 
and Thomas v. Sawhins gives them a right of entry to a 
meeting even against the wishes of the promoters. Once 
the police are present, it is their duty to take all possible 
steps for the preservation of order. But a meeting convened 
for a lawful object must not be dispersed in order to prevent 
opponents interrupting unless and until it is plain that by 
no other means can the peace be preserved. For this there 
is judicial authority both in Beatty v. Gillhanhs and the Irish 
Case of The Queen v. Justices of Londonderry J as qualified by 
0^ Kelly V. Harvey,^ Field, J., in Beatty v. Gillhanhs, said : ® 

“ What has happened here is that an unlawful organisation 
has assumed to itself the right to prevent the appellants ai^d 
others from lawfully assembling together, and the finding of 
the justices amounts to this, that a man may be convicted 
for doing a lawful act if he knows that his doing it may cause 
another to do an unlawful act. There is no authority for 
this proposition.” 

Holmes, J., in The Queen v. Justices of Londonderry, 
referring to Beatty v, Gillhanhs, said : ^ The principle under- 
lying the decision seems to me to be that an act innocent in 
itself done with innocent intent, and reasonably incidental 
, . . generally in the exercise of a legal right does not become 
criminal because it may provoke persons to break the peace 
or otherwise to conduct themselves in an illegal manner.” 

The remedy is clearly the presence of sufficient force , 
(whether of police or private stewards) to preserve order. 
Only in the last resort, as O' Kelly v. Harvey shows, should 
the step of dispersing the meeting be taken by magistrates 

1 (1891) 28 L.R. Ir. 440. 2 (1833) 14 l.r. ir, 105. 

® (1882) 9 Q.B.D., at p. 314. See p. 275, ante* 

^ At pp. 461-462. 
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or the police — that is if all other means, such as the arrest 
or dispersal of interrupters, the strengthening of the numbers 
of stewards or of the police present, have failed ; then, and 
only then, should a lawful meeting be dispersed. If the 
promoters and their sympathisers have already come to 
blows with the opponents, the meeting can at once be dis- 
persed, for it has ceased to be lawful. But it is obvious that 
the mere presence of the police will normally reduce the 
prospects of such a conflict. If it does not, the armoury of 
the criminal law which we have already inspected provides 
a choice of weapons, though none of these will mend the 
broken heads and frayed tempers. 

It is not, of course, a desirable state of affairs that the 
surest way to enjoy freedom of speech is to post a policeman, 
or two, at the door, and there are meetings with perfectly 
legitimate objects where the presence of the police would tend 
to restrict rather than to preserve free expression of opinion. 
For many speakers think that a policeman is apt to interpret 
fair criticism of authority as justifying an apprehension of a 
breach of the peace. The only course open to those who feel 
this objection is to provide their own bodyguard of stewards, 
if opposition is feared. But this, though used by the police as 
an excuse for not interfering with the activities of stewards 
inside a building where a Fascist meeting was being held in 
1934, will no longer ensure privacy from police supervision. 
For it must be repeated that Thomas v. Sawhins'^ has given the 
police a right of entry, and since they now have such a right, 
it is obviously to be exercised whenever disorder is to be 
feared. No longer can the police (if indeed they ever could) 
stand outside a hall and collect the interrupters as they are 
deposited in the streets by private stewards. 

The remaining question is — ^whether a distinction can be 
drawn between two such cases as the following : 

(i) A Conservative speaker organises a meeting in a 
district hostile to his party, knowing that outsiders will, as 
on previous occasions, certainly try to break up his meeting. 

(ii) A Fascist at a meeting uses terms which are insulting, 
but not in themselves unlawful, directed against Jews, many 

^ See 573, ^osL 
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of whom are present, knowing that because of his remarks 
fights are likely to follow. 

Both speakers may be assumed to be addressing meetings 
which have been properly convened in places where no 
trespass, nuisance or obstruction is in question. 

As to the Conservative speaker, he is in a position covered 
by the decision in O' Kelly v. Harvey. The object of his 
meeting and the conduct of his supporters are, one may 
assume, strictly lawful. But if the meeting provokes either 
a breach of the peace, or a reasonable belief in those re- 
sponsible for the maintenance of order in the district, whether 
magistrates or police, that a breach is inevitable, the meeting 
may be dispersed. Such a situation may usually, though not 
always, be avoided by the presence of police at the meeting. 

The Fascist will probably find himself in the position of the 
defendant in Wise v. Dunning,^ because insulting behaviour, 
even if it involves the utterance of words which are not 
in themselves unlawful, amounts to unlawful conduct. He 
may thus be summoned before magistrates, who may require 
him to enter into sureties for good behaviour, as well as be 
prevented by the police on the spot from continuing his 
address. He may be left to this fate, for the law regards the 
infirmity of human temper to the extent of considering that 
a breach of the peace may be the natural consequence of 
insulting or abusive language or conduct.^ The Conservative 
speaker is clearly in the stronger position. He may not 
succeed in delivering his speech. He can at least ensure that 
the police help him to obtain a hearing, and he will not run 
any risk of unlawful conduct on his part if they fail and he 
then abandons the meeting. 

5. Does there exist any general right of admission to meetings 
in public places ? ® Arising out of the failure of the Metro- 
politan Police to enter Olympia on June 7, 1934, notwith- 
standing that there were reasonable grounds for believing 
that breaches of the peace would occur, because the organisers 

1 [1902] 1 K.B. 167; K. & L. 357. 

2 Wise V. Dunning [1902] 1 K.B., at pp. 179-180; cf. The Queen v. 
Burns (1886) 16 Cox, 355. 

® See A. L. Goodhart, Thotnas v. Sawhins ; “A Constitutional Innova- 
tion,” Cambridge Law Journal, vol. vi (1936), pp. 22 et seq. 
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of a meeting did not wish to admit them, the Home Secretary 
told the House of Commons that the law provides that, 
unless the promoters of a meeting ask the police to be present 
in the actual meeting, they cannot go in, unless they have 
reason to believe that an actual breach of the peace is being 
committed in the meeting.” ^ The occasion was that of a 
Fascist meeting where the stewards of the promoters dealt 
severely with dissentients in the audience without police 
assistance. TTiomas v. Sawhins ^ showed that the Home 
Office view of the law was incorrect, and that the police have 
the right to be present at such a meeting to prevent the 
commission of a misdemeanour or breach of the peace where 
such might reasonably be anticipated. The case arose out 
of a technical assault committed by a police officer who with 
his superior officer declined to leave a public meeting held 
upon private premises after an attempt had been made to 
refuse admission to them as police officers. The meeting 
was convened to protest against the Incitement to Disaffec- 
tion Bill then before Parliament and to demand the dismissal 
of the Chief Constable of the County (Glamorgan). The 
public were invited to attend the meeting without payment. 
It was not alleged that any criminal offence had been com- 
mitted by any person at the meeting at any time nor that any 
actual breach of the peace or disorder had occurred. The 
justices were of opinion that the police officers had reason- 
able grounds for believing that, if jjhey were not present at 
the meeting, there would be seditious speeches and other in- 
citements to violence, and that breaches of the peace would 
occur ; that they were entitled to enter and remain in the hall 
and meeting ; and that in consequence the respondent did not 
unlawfully assault the appellant, one of the promoters of the 
meeting. . The Divisional Court dismissed the appeal on a case 
stated. Lord Hewart, C.J.,^ expressed the opinion that the 
police have power to enter and to remain on private premises 
when they have reasonable grounds for believing that an offence 
is imminent or is likely to be committed. He did not restrict 
his statement to offences which involved a breach of the 

1 H. of C. Debates (1933-34), vol. 290, col. 1968. 

* [1936] 2 K-B. 249. ® [1935] 2 K.B., at p. 265. 
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peace. But A very, J., referring to the many statutes which 
have given the police express power of entry, stated that they 
were all cases in which a breach of the peace was not neces- 
sarily involved and that it therefore required express statutory 
authority to enable the police to enter. The latter view 
seems the correct one, as Lord Hewart’s view would seem to 
negative any need for statutory authorisation. 

Granted that the finding of the justices in this case was 
correct, and that there were reasonable grounds for appre- 
hension of a breach of the peace, there is not of necessity any 
element of disorder or breach of the peace in a seditious 
speech, though prosecutions for this offence are rare unless 
there is incitement to violence.^ The objects of the meeting 
in Thomas v. Sawkins suggested no such incitement, nor 
would meetings designed to bring about the fall of a Govern- 
ment by a general stay-in strike, which would clearly come 
within the definition of sedition. Yet, as Professor Goodhart 
points out, both Lord He wart and Avory, J., may be cited as 
authority for saying that the police are entitled to enter 
private premises because they reasonably believe that if 
they were not present, seditious speeches would be made 
and! or that a breach of the peace would take place.” ^ The 
report continues, To prevent any such offence or a breach 
of the peace the police were entitled to enter and to remain 
on the premises. . . 

There is no authority in the text-books for extending the 
power of entry beyond felonies or breaches of the peace 
apart from statutory authorisation.® It would thus seem 
that the case has resulted in an extension of the common 
law which enables the police to enter private premises on 
the occasion of a public meeting if they believe that any 
offence is likely to be committed, whether or not* it is one 
which endangers the public peace. It is, however, to be 
remarked that Thomas v. Sawkins is the only direct authority 
for extending the power of entry to the misdemeanour of 

1 For definitions of sedition see pp. 239, 240, ante ; Kenny, Outlines of 
Criminal Law (15th ed.), pp. 323, 324, citing Stephen, Digest of Criminal 
Law (ed., 1926), Arts, 123-126. 

2 [1935] 2 K.B., at p. 256, per Avory, J. 

® See Cambridge Law Journal^ vol. vi (1936), pp. 29-30. 



PUBLIC MEETINGS 


575 


sedition. It is, therefore, possible to argue that, rejecting 
the dictum of Lord Hewart, it does not apply to other mis- 
demeanours which do not involve a breach of the peace. 
But the law is left in so doubtful a state that Professor 
Goodhart’s plea for a clear statement is irresistible. 

There is a wider aspect of the case as it affects liberty of 
discussion. It was part of the argument of the appellant 
that the entry by the police constituted a trespass. The 
point was an obvious one to take, in view of the opinion 
which the Home Ofl&ce had lately stated as to the legal 
position. Lord Hewart rejected this contention by saying 
that the police were entitled to attend as members of the 
public and therefore were present by reason of the open 
invitation to attend which was addressed to all members 
of the public. Inasmuch as the promoters specifically asked 
the police officers to withdraw, the invitation was thereby 
rescinded and the officers ceased to be invitees or even 
licensees. It should be clear that, if a man invites a number 
of people to his house, he can subsequently cancel the 
invitation as regards a particular individual and eject him 
with reasonable force if he declines to leave, at all events 
if the individual has not paid for admission. Previous 
authority supported this view ^ — that of McCardie, J. But 
Thomas v. Sawhins is of equal authority as the decision of 
a Divisional Court. This court has, however, shown that 
it is not prepared to extend the police power of entry into 
private premises to cases of belief that a summary offence 
not involving a breach of the peace has been committed, 
even if the offence be one committed on the adjacent high- 
way. In Davis v. Lisle ^ the employer of two garage hands 
had been convicted of assaulting a police officer in the 
execution of his duty. The officer had entered the employer’s 
garage to make inquiries as to an alleged obstruction which 
he believed to have been caused by the employer’s servants 
leaving a lorry on the highway. He held no warrant to 
enter nor had he obtained permission from the employer, who 
told him to leave his garage. The alleged assault was com- 

1 Cf. Said V. Butt [1920] 3 K.B. 497 ; Salmond, Torts (8th ed., 1936), 
p. 262. 2 [1936] 2 K.B, 434. 
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mitted in resisting the claim of the officer to remairu The 
court, which again included Lord Hewart, held that the officer 
became a trespasser as soon as the appellant requested him 
to leave and therefore was not from that point onwards 
acting in the execution of his duty. Accordingly the em- 
ployer could not be convicted of assaulting or obstructing 
him in the execution of his duty. 

The efEect of this uncertainty of the state of the law is 
that, if the promoter of a meeting can show that he and his 
audience can only be suspected of committing summary 
offences involving no breach of the peace, he can resist the 
presence of the police, if they choose to attend the meeting. 
Once it can be shown that a single policeman reasonably 
believed that seditious speeches (according to Lord- Hewart 
any offence)^ whether or not accompanied by breaches of the 
peace, were about to be delivered, his entry cannot be barred, 
even if no offence is actually committed. It is easy to see 
that such a power in the hands of a chief constable may on 
occasions be used without scruple. At all events the law 
has moved a long way from Dicey’s conception of liberty 
being guaranteed because no man can be punished unless 
he has committed some definitely assignable legal offence.^ 
In effect, as Professor Goodhart suggested, the power to 
bind over a person either to keep the peace or to be of good 
behaviour, hitherto the exclusive function of the magistrate, 
is now shared by him with the poUceman, so far as the conduct 
of meetings is concerned. 


( 2 ) THE LAW RELATING TO LIBERTY OF DISCUSSION 

(A) General 

After examining in outline the law of libel, sedition and 
blasphemy Dicey concluded that “ freedom of discussion is, 
then, in England little else than the right to say anything 
which a jury consisting of twelve shopkeepers think it 
expedient should be said or written.” ^ He then proceeded 
1 P. 248, ante, 2 P. 246, ante. 
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to consider whether there is a separate law of the Press. 
There is no censorship, no special tribunal to try Press 
offences ; the jury therefore determines the liability of an 
organ of the Press by reference to the ordinary law of 
defamation. 

That the Press enjoys certain privileges and is subject 
to certain restrictions may be admitted. But the effect of 
these is less formidable than might be supposed from a bare 
enumeration of special Press law. What is important is to 
note the severity of the general law which may be invoked 
to stifle liberty of discussion if it came to be applied in its 
entirety. It is therefore necessary to supplement Dicey’s 
outline of the law of defamation, just as it has been shown 
that freedom of public meeting does not rest exclusively, or 
even principally, upon avoiding the commission of the mis- 
demeanour of unlawful assembly or the more serious offences 
against public order. 

From the days of Elizabeth printed matter was licensed 
before publication. Printing was then and continued until 
after 1688 to be the monopoly of members of the London 
Stationers’ Company. At an earlier date printing presses 
had come under the supervision of the Star Chamber. When 
in 1693 Parliament renewed for a final period of two years 
the Licensing Act, the lapse of the Act in May, 1695, cannot 
be attributed to any vigorous public demand for a free Press. 
The causes of the failure to renew the Act were rather the 
exactions of the Stationers’ Company and the eccentricities 
of licensing ofi&cials.^ The result was that for the future the 
law of libel controlled the liberty of the Press. That branch 
of law developed in a period when it was considered that all 
authority had been delegated to the ruler and consequently 
comment on his actions was libellous.^ As the Government 
of the day came in the eighteenth century to be substituted 
for the Monarch, the restriction upon liberty of discussion 
which such conception of authority made possible was 

1 See Dawson, The Law of the Press (1927), for a short account of the 
history of Press law. 

^ Holdsworth, History of English LaWy vol, vi (1924), p. 377 ; vol. riii 
(1926), p. 341 ; vol. x (1938), p. 673. 
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opposed to all ideas of political criticism.^ It was, moreover, 
not until later in the century (1771) that Parliament aban- 
doned its claims to prevent publication of debates. It was 
stiU in 1765 contempt of court to publish without licence of 
the judge a report of legal proceedings, even as a law report 
for the use of lawyers.^ 

The administration of the law of libel differed from the 
general rule of administration of the criminal law, in that a 
verdict on the general issue was not allowed to juries, who 
were asked to find a verdict only as to the fact of publica- 
tion and the truth of any innuendo. It was, despite the 
exceptional precedent of the Qase of the Seven Bishops,'^ for 
the judges to decide in cases of seditious and other libellous 
publications the issue of libel or no libel as a matter of law. 
Judges, then as now, were prone to be conservative in their 
outlook and it was not difficult to convict political extremists 
' of sedition. The enactment of Fox’s Libel Act, 1792, the sequel 
tg a long judicial controversy as to the function of judges in 
administering the law of libel, ^ enabled the jury in a prosecu- 
tion for criminal (including a seditious) libel to return a verdict 
on the general issue. The measure coincided with the fears 
of revolution spreading across the Channel. At first con- 
victions of political pamphleteers were as readily obtained 
from “ twelve shopkeepers ” as from a bench of judges bent 
upon repression, but later the new machinery established 
liberty of discussion within the framework of the common 
law with little further assistance from the legislature. It is 
only in times of crisis, when men’s passions run high and 
reason is blurred, that the jury is as a rule willing to convict 
of seditious or other forms of criminal libel those who seek 
to disturb the existing order of government by attacking 
its defects and abuses. The offence of sedition is indeed 
seldom made the subject of a prosecution in the absence 
of incitement to violence, though the breadth of its definition 
remains unaltered. Juries are apt to refuse conviction when 

1 But cf. Holdsworth, History of English LaWy vol. x (1938), p. 72. 
Walpole could claim that his Government punished few political libels, 
despite much provocation. 

2 Dawson, op. cit., p. 2. ^ (1688) 12 St. Tr. 183. 

* Holdsworth, History of English Law, vol. x (1938), pp. 676-688. 
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they are convinced of the unsuitability of the law. In the 
case of The King v. Aldred ^ there is to be found in the charge 
of Mr. Justice Coleridge to the jury a summary of the law of 
seditious libel which represents the modern attitude to this 
offence : 

You are entitled to look at all the circumstances surrounding 
the publication with a view to seeing whether the language used 
is calculated to produce the results imputed ; that is to say 
you are entitled to look at the audience addressed, because 
language which would be innocuous, practically speaking, if 
used to an assembly of professors pr divines might produce a 
different result if used before an excited audience of young and 
uneducated men. You are entitled to take into account the 
state of public feeling. Of course there are times when a spark 
will explode a magazine. ... A prosecution for seditious libel 
is somewhat of a rarity. It is a weapon that is not often taken 
down from the armoury in which it hangs, but it is a necessary 
accompaniment to every civilised government. . . . The expres- 
sion of abstract academic opinion in this country is free. A 
man may lawfully express his opinion on any public matter, 
however distasteful, however repugnant to others, if of course 
he avoids defamatory matter or if he avoids anything that can 
be characterised either as blasphemous or as an obscene libel. 
Matters of State, matters of policy, matters even of morals — all 
these are open to him. He may state his opinion freely, he may 
buttress it by arguments, he may try to persuade others to share 
his views. Courts and juries are not the judges in such matters. 
For instance, if he thinks that either a despotism or an oligarchy, 
or a republic, or even no government at all is the best way of 
conducting business affairs, he is at perfect liberty to say so. 
He may assail superstition, he may attack governments, he 
may warn the executive of the day against taking a particular 
course. . . . He may seek to show that rebellions, insurrections, 
outrages, assassinations and such like are the natural, the deplor- 
able, the inevitable outcome of the policy which he is combating. 
All that is allowed because it is innocuous, but on the other 
hand if he makes use of language calculated to advocate or to 
incite others to public disorders, to wit, rebellions, insurrections, 
assassinations, outrages, or any physical force or violence of 
any kind, then whatever his motives, whatever his intentions, there 
would be evidence on which a jury might, on which I think a 
jury ought, to decide that he is guilty of a seditious publication. 

1 (1909) 22 Cox C.C. 1. 
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It is, therefore, not helpful to quote the precedents of 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries for an under- 
standing of the scope of the offence to-day. The same is 
true of the offence of blasphemy. To-day even the funda- 
mentals of religion may be attacked, if the decencies of 
controversy are observed, without a person being guilty of 
blasphemous libel/ but there are plenty of precedents of an 
earher date to the contrary. 

The law relating to obscene pubhcations dates, like the 
law of blasphemy, from a less tolerant age. There is to-day 
some danger of its application being used to prevent the 
publication of scientific, literary and artistic material which 
by modern standards is unobjectionable. In order to deter- 
mine whether a publication is an obscene libel it is necessary 
to consider whether the tendency of the matter charged as 
obscenity is to deprave and corrupt those whose minds are 
open to such immoral influences and into whose hands a 
publication of this sort may fall.^ There is no need to prove 
an intent on the part of the publisher to corrupt public 
morals ; nor do praiseworthy motives form a sufficient 
defence. On the other hand, matter which is frima facie 
obscene may be legally published if it is for the public good 
as being necessary or advantageous to religion, science, 
literature or art, provided that the manner and extent of 
publication do not exceed the requirements of the public 
good. If the question of corruption of morals was always 
one for the jury, there would be less ground for complaint 
of convictions which seem to be oppressive. But the 
Obscene Publications Act, 1857, confers summary powers of 
search, seizure and destruction upon any two justices of the 
peace or a single stipendiary magistrate. The provisions of 
this Act may be summarised as follows : 

If upon complaint that there is reason to believe that any 
obscene books, etc., are kept in any house or other place, for the 
purpose of sale or distribution, and upon proof that one or more 
of such articles has been sold or distributed in connection with 

1 See especially Bowman v. Secular Society [1917] A.C. 406, and The 
Queen t. Ramsay and Foote (1883) 48 L.T. 733. 

® The Queen v. Hicklin (1868) 3 Q.B. 360, at p. 371. 
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such, place, justices may, upon being satisfied that such articles 
are of such a character and description that the publication of 
them would be a misdemeanour, and proper to be prosecuted 
as such, order by special warrant that such articles shall be seized, 
and after summoning the occupier of the house, the same or other 
justices may, if they are satisfied that the articles seized are of 
the character stated in the warrant, and have been kept for the 
purposes aforesaid, order them to be destroyed. 

It is questionable whether such powers ought ever to be 
entrusted to a single magistrate or two justices of the peace 
whose judgment through bigotry or ignorance may thus 
imperil the distribution of scientific or other knowledge. 
The censorship of the pohce court may well be incompatible 
with public opinion upon standards of morality. 

To ensure the safety of the State the Administration 
possesses ample powers under the Official Secrets Acts, 1911 
and 1920, which are primarily, but not exclusively, directed 
to the prevention of espionage and the wrongful communica- 
tion of information calculated to prejudice the safety of the 
State if communicated to a potential enemy. These enact- 
ments are in fact framed in the widest terms to prevent the 
publication of any matter which is detrimental to the public 
interest. They contain some provisions which are capable 
of being used to stifle freedom of discussion. But abuse of 
these provisions is to some extent safeguarded by the require- 
ment of consent to a prosecution by the Attorney-General. 
The avowed object of the Acts is not, of course, to control 
the liberty of the Press or to restrict discussion -of matters 
of political interest, but to prevent the betrayal to a potential 
enemy of matters relating to national defence. By the 
Official Secrets Act, 1911, s. 2 (1), ‘‘if any person having 
in his possession or control . . . any information . . . which 
has been entrusted in confidence to him by any person holding 
office under His Majesty ... (a) communicates the . . . 
information to any person other than a person to whom he 
is authorised to communicate it . . . that person shall be 
guilty of a misdemeanour.” It will be observed that the 
ofl^ence may be committed without the betrayal of any 
secret, that the information need not relate to matters of 
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national importance and that the truth or public interest in 
the information is immaterial. Moreover a policeman, since 
he takes an oath of office and is under a duty to preserve 
the King’s peace, is a person holding office under His Majesty, 
with the result that a newspaper reporter may be convicted 
under the Act for reproducing as news in his paper informa- 
tion relating to a crime of no public interest which he may 
have obtained from a constable in confidence. By the Official 
Secrets Act, 1920, s. 6, it is a misdemeanour to refuse on 
demand by an officer of police not below the rank of in- 
spector to disclose the source of such information : Lewis v. 
Cattle! 

Nor does publishing or receiving information of this 
character render only newspaper reporters liable to prosecu- 
tion. Cabinet Ministers, Civil Servants, private Members of 
Parliament, public speakers and journalists who comment 
upon governmental matters all come under the ban.^ Nor 
is the power of interrogation the only drastic power con- 
ferred on the Administratioh. The Acts contain wide powers 
of search upon suspicion ; these are not confined to the 
issue of search warrants by judicial process. For where it 
appears to a superintendent of police that the case is one 
of great emergency and that in the interests of the State 
immediate action is necessary, he may by a written order 
authorise the search of premises and persons found therein 
on suspicion,^ There would be difficulties of definition if 
the powers of police interrogation conferred by the Acts 
were confined to cases of actual or suspected espionage, 
sabotage and other acts of commission endangering the 

1 [1938] 2 K.B. 454 ; the case provoked something like consternation 
among journalists. The Attorney-General gave the House of Commons 
an assurance that the power of interrogation would not be abused in the 
future. 

2 These words were written in April, 1938. In June of that year the 
application of this section to a Member of Parliament who refused to 
disclose the source of information upon which he based a parliamentary 
question was considered by the Attorney-General. The incident led to 
the appointment of a Select Committee of the House of Commons on the 
question of the applicability of the Ofl&cial Secrets Acts to Members in the 
discharge of their parliamentary duties : Pari. Deb. (H. of C.), vol, 337 
(1938), cols. 1534-1540. 

* Official Secrets Act, 1911, s. 9 (2). 
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safety of the State. But as they stand the Acts confer 
drastic and exceptional powers of the widest character 
which are capable of being used to prevent the Press and 
its contributors as well as Members of Parliament from 
commenting upon affairs of public interest. 

There are two statutes, the Incitement to Mutiny Act, 
1797, and the Incitement to Disaffection Act, 1934, which 
are directly aimed at preventing the seduction, by whatever 
means, of the armed forces from their duty or allegiance. 
Publications calculated to cause disaffection among the 
police are prohibited by the Police Act, 1919. The Aliens 
Restriction (Amendment) Act, 1919, prohibits an alien from 
causing disaffection among the civilian population as well as 
among the armed forces of the Crown and those of its allies, 
and punishes summarily the promotion of, or the interference 
in, an industrial dispute by an ahen in any industry in which 
he has not been engaged for at least two years immediately 
preceding in the United Kingdom. Of these measures the 
Act of 1934, which was intended to provide a less harsh 
penalty than the severer measure of 1797, was drawn in terms 
which aroused a storm of protest at the time of its introduc- 
tion as a Bill. In consequence it was considerably amended 
during the course of its passage through Parliament, but 
it still contains stringent provisions for the prevention and 
detection of the main offence of seducing a member of the 
forces from his duty or allegiance. In addition to wide 
powers of search on suspicion, which may, however, only be 
authorised by a High Court judge, it is an offence for any 
person with intent to commit or to aid, counsel or procure 
the commission of the main offence to have in his possession 
or under his control any document of such a nature that 
the dissemination of copies thereof among members of His 
Majesty’s forces would constitute that offence. Offences 
under the Act are punishable summarily as well as on indict- 
ment. Even in its final form the measure may be regarded 
as going a long way towards arming the Administration with 
a weapon to restrict the distribution of political propaganda, 
and of pacifist literature in particular. 

These statutes show that there are risks which are not 
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contained in the law of libel for those who seek to advocate 
a hostile policy by written or spoken word among the 
servants of the Government. But prosecutions are rare and 
juries reluctant to convict. A more formidable menace to 
freedom of discussion is to be found in the practice of the 
police in preventing the distribution of literature without 
being under the necessity of proving that the contents 
infringe any provision of the law. It follows from the wider 
powers of the police to prevent obstruction of the highway, 
even if it be only partial,^ that the police are in a position 
to prevent the distribution of leaflets on the highway. They 
may request the distributor to “ move on,” even if he is not 
suspected of causing a breach of the peace. Resistance may 
lead to a charge of obstructing the officer in the execution of 
his duty. 

There is, however, no power to seize a stock of literature, 
though this statement must be qualified by numerous 
statutory exceptions which in particular enable the issue by 
magistrates, and in some cases of urgency by senior police 
officers, of search warrants for the seizure of seditious 
literature and obscene or blasphemous literature and pictures. 
The common law rule which prohibits the issue of general 
search warrants was established in the General Warrant Cases 
arising out of the attempt to stifle the political activities of 
John Wilkes. Two of the three famous decisions related to 
political literature. Wilkes v. Wood ^ decided that papers 
could not be seized on a warrant which did not name the 
person whose property was to be searched, while in Entich v. 
Carrington ^ it was held that a warrant directing the seizure 
of the papers in general of a named person was illegal. Even 
the statutory power of search and seizure contained in the 
Official Secrets Act, 1911, s. 9, stops short of authorising 
the seizure of anything which is not evidence of an offence 
under the Act having been committed, but it does enable a 
superintendent of police to issue the search warrant in cases 
which are in his opinion of great emergency calling for 
immediate action in the interests of the State. 

^ See App. sec. ii (1), ante. 


2 (1763) 19 St. Tr. 1153. 
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The immunity from police interference which is qualified 
by the statutory powers of search received a further check 
in Elias v. Easmore}- where it was held that upon the occasion 
of the arrest by warrant of an accused person the police can 
search the premises where the prisoner is at the time of his 
arrest and seize material which is relevant to the prosecution 
for any crime of any person, and not merely of the person 
arrested. This decision purported to be based upon the 
common law. If it is followed, it seriously diminishes the 
protection afforded by the rule established in Entich v. 
Carrington {ante). It does not, however, justify the wholesale 
seizure of the contents of the premises, except so far as any 
of those contents are evidence of the commission of an offence 
by someone. 


(B) Press Law 

“ In truth there is little in the statute-book which can 
be called a press law.” ^ The last edition qualified this state- 
ment by a note referring to a critic’s assertion that there 
was slowly growing up a distinct law of the Press and citing 
three statutes of the nineteenth century, Lord Campbell’s 
Libel Act, 1843, the Newspaper Libel and Eegistration Act, 
1881, and the Law of Libel Amendment Act, 1888. Here it 
is proposed to examine the present extent of a separate 
Press law and to consider whether its cumulative effect 
is to subject the Press to more restrictions than members 
of the public with regard to freedom of discussion. By 
Press ” is meant generally, though not exclusively, news- 
papers and periodicals. 

Apart from special statutory regulation of the Press, 
there is little doubt that there are certain aspects of the 
law of libel which operate with severity upon the Press and 
the public alike. The rule in HuUon v. Jones ^ excludes the 
defence that at the date of publication the defendant had no 
reasonable grounds for supposing that the words complained 

1 [1934] 2 K.B. 164. See E. C. S. Wade, “ Police Search,” in Law 
Quarterly BevieWy vol. 1 (1934), pp. 354-367. 

* See p. 240, ante. 


3 [1910] A.C. 20. 
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of referred to the plaintiff, even if the defendant did not 
know of the plaintiff’s existence. It is diflS.cult to argue 
that an intentional or negligent publication ought to be 
excused. But a rule of law which treats as such a publica- 
tion one made with no intention of defaming the plaintiff 
is difiScult to justify where the plaintiff’s name has been 
used in the belief that it was that of an imaginary person, 
or without knowledge of his existence. 

As the law stands to-day a person with no reputation is 
able to obtain damages upon the same footing as if he had 
a good reputation. The plaintiff is under no obligation to 
prove that he has suffered actual financial loss or damage. 
This is in contrast with liability for slander, where special loss 
or damage must be proved, except in cases which involve 
imputations of certain kinds of criminal conduct, of insolv- 
ency, of corruption, of unchastity (in the case of women) or 
where the words complained of have a natural tendency to 
injure the plaintiff in his trade or profession or to suggest 
that he is suffering from an obnoxious contagious disease. 
The extension to all actions for defamation of the require- 
ment of proving special damage to the plaintiff would usually 
exclude the recovery of damages by plaintiffs of no reputa- 
tion. At the same time the present law leaves without 
redress by an action for damages a person who suffers from 
the publicity given to offensive (but non-defamatory) state- 
ments about his private life which are of no public interest 
and may well be untrue. 

The tendency of juries to regard the proprietors of news- 
papers as possessed of unfathomable pockets from which 
huge damages may be drained has been responsible for much 
speculative litigation on the part of plaintiffs whose reputa- 
tions hardly seem to bear the monetary value at which juries 
are apt to assess them. • But in a trial of an action for a 
libel contained in a newspaper evidence may be given in 
mitigation of damages that the plaintiff has recovered, or 
has brought actions for, damages or has received compensa- 
tion in respect of a similar libel as that for which the present 
action has been brought ; Law of Libel (Amendment) Act, 
1881, s, 6. 
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In so far as the publication of defamatory matter consists 
of repetition there is discernible a tendency to treat those 
who are concerned with mere mechanical distribution, such 
as newsagents, circulating libraries and booksellers, in a more 
favourable manner with regard to liabihty than those who 
are pr ima rily concerned with production of the printed word, 
such as newspaper proprietors, publishers, printers, authors 
and editors.^ If this is so, the common law has reached 
a stage when it discriminates between the Press and those 
who distribute its products. 

The title. Press and Printing,^ in Halsbury, deals with 
several headings of statutory regulation, but excludes the 
important topic of newspaper hbels. There are in the first 
place a number of formal statutory requirements relating to 
registration of the title of the paper and of particulars of the 
proprietor,® requiring the imprint of the printer, the preserva- 
tion of copies, and the dehvery of copies to the copyright 
libraries. These requirements, while admittedly peculiar to 
printers and newspaper publishers, are far less onerous than 
those from which they trace their origin. The earlier legislation 
of the Napoleonic era had for its object the restriction of 
political attacks upon the Government. The present law is 
contained in the Newspapers, Printers and Reading Rooms 
Repeal Act, 1869, and Newspaper Libel and Registration Act, 
1881. There are also a number of restrictions on publication 
which may be classed under the head of advertisement regula- 
tion. These are largely the result of attempts by paternal 
Governments to check the spread of social evils, such as 
betting in certain forms, money-lending, cruelty to animals, 
and to a very limited extent quack cures for physical and 
mental ailments. Some are relics of the past, such as the 
prohibition on advertising public entertainments held on a 
Sunday,^ and as such may constitute a trap for the editor and 
proprietor of an offending journal. One is of importance to 
the principle of free elections. It is illegal to incur expendi- 

1 See Winfield, Text-^Booh of the Law of Tart (1937), pp. 284 et seq. 

2 Halsbury, Laws of England (2nd ed.), vol. xxvi (1937), pp. 131-153. 

® The requirement of registration does not apply to a newspaper which 
is the property of a joint-stock company. 

^ Sunday Observance Act, 1780, s. 3, 
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ture on the issue of advertisements to promote or to procure 
the election of a candidate at a parliamentary election 
without the authority of an election agent.^ This provision 
enables the conviction of a “ Press lord ” who intervenes 
uninvited in an election campaign and incurs unauthorised 
expenditure on advertisements, but it does not prevent him 
seeking to attain his ends in the news columns of his paper.^ 

A recent enactment has prohibited the reporting by the 
Press of indecent details in relation to judicial proceedings ; 
and in matrimonial causes the newspaper report must be 
coniGmed to a summary giving the names of the parties, their 
legal advisers, the witnesses, a statement of the matter in 
issue, submissions and rulings on points of law and the judg- 
ment ; the evidence given may not be published : Judicial 
Proceedings (Regulation of Reports) Act, 1926. The restric- 
tions on the reports of matrimonial causes in the High Court 
were extended to all summary domestic proceedings by the 
Summary Procedure (Domestic Proceedings) Act, 1937, s. 3. 
The identity of any child or young person who is accused or 
who appears as a witness may not be disclosed in a Press 
report of the proceedings of a juvenile court of summary 
jurisdiction : Children and Young Persons Act, 1933, s. 49 ; 
but the representatives of the Press or hews agencies are 
entitled to be present at the sittings of such a court : ibid., 
s. 47. Photographing or sketching is prohibited in courts of 
justice : Criminal Justice Act, 1925, s. 41 (1) a. 

The advantages which the Press enjoy consist mainly of 
the following special provisions in the law of libel ; most of 
these are statutory. 

The Libel Act, 1843, commonly known as Lord Campbell’s 
Libel Act, provided by s. 2 that in an action arising out of a 
defamatory statement contained in a public newspaper or 
other periodical publication the defence of apology may be 
pleaded. The defendant may plead that the libel was 
inserted without actual malice and without gross negligence, 
and that before the commencement of the action or at the 
earliest opportunity afterwards he inserted a fuU apology. 

^ Representation of the People Act, 1918, s. 34, 

* The King v. Daily Mirror Neiospapers [1922] 2 K.B. 530. 
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Such a defence must be accompanied by a payment of money 
into court by way of amends. But if any part of the defence 
fails, the plaintiff must succeed in the action and damages 
are assessed without regard to the payment into court, the 
defendant being also liable for the whole costs of the action. 
Moreover by a recent amendment of the Eules of the 
Supreme Court (0. xxii. r. 6) neither the judge nor the jury 
may be informed of the fact of a payment into court having 
been made until the question of liability has been determined. 
This amendment does not apply to a defence under this 
section. The defence is not, therefore, commonly used. There 
is much to be said for a change in the general law which would 
prevent an action for libel lying against a defendant who can 
prove that he has been neither malicious nor negligent and 
is prepared to tender an apology and make the necessary 
correction. 

In a criminal prosecution for libel (other than a blasphem- 
ous, seditious or obscene libel) truth is a defence if publication 
is shown to be for the public benefit : Libel Act, 1843, s. 6. 
Though not confined to the Press, this defence is obviously of 
considerable advantage to the Press, which is further favoured 
by a special provision which enables evidence of truth and 
publication for the public benefit to be heard by magistrates 
who may deal summarily with the case only in a prosecution 
against a newspaper : Newspaper Libel and Eegistration 
Act, 1881, ss. 4 and 5. Normally this defence is only available 
upon trial on indictment. 

Section 7 of the same Act may enable a proprietor or even 
an editor of a newspaper to escape criminal liability if he 
can prove that publication was made without his authority, 
consent or knowledge and that the publication did not arise 
from want of due care or caution on his part. This again is 
not a defence peculiar to the Press, but it is more likely to 
benefit the proprietor of a newspaper than other members of 
the public. 

Nor can a criminal prosecution be instituted at all against 
a proprietor, publisher, editor or any person responsible for 
the publication of a newspaper for any libel contained therein 
without the order of a judge in chambers. Upon the apphca- 
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tion for tliis order the person accused must be given an 
opportunity of being heard : Law of Libel Amendment Act, 
1881, s. 8. This restriction does not apply to a criminal 
information laid by the Attorney-General in respect of attacks 
upon the Government. In practice the law of criminal libel 
is seldom invoked against the Press. 

The civil law of defamation contains some important 
statutory provisions of value to the Press. Fair and accurate 
reports in newspapers of judicial proceedings which contain 
matter alleged to be defamatory are privileged, if publication 
is contemporaneous : Law of Libel Amendment Act, 1888, s. 3. 
Blasphemous or indecent matter is not hereby sanctioned for 
publication, and, as has already been noted, reports of certain 
indecent details are prohibited and only limited particulars 
may be given of matrimonial proceedings m the High Court 
and of summary domestic proceedings. Pair and accurate 
contemporaneous reports in newspapers of proceedings of 
public meetings and of meetings of local authorities (except 
where neither the public nor the Press are admitted) enjoy 
similar privilege {ibid., s. 4). This defence is not available in 
the case of the reports of meetings if it can be proved that 
the defendant has been requested to insert in the newspaper 
in which the report complained of appeared a reasonable letter 
or statement by way of contradiction or explanation and has 
refused or neglected to make the insertion. Press reports of 
parliamentary proceedings are, if fair and accurate, privileged 
at common law.^ In general the privilege attaching to 
contemporaneous reports of all these proceedings is only 
rebuttable on proof of express malice on the part of the 
defendant newspaper. A fair report can hardly be malicious 
and is therefore within the special protection. The protection 
afEorded by these provisions might well be extended to 
reports of the proceedings of any meetings to which members 
of the public are admitted, or of any documents to which the 
public have access, in the absence of proof of malice in the 
publication of the report. With a view to assisting publicity 
and arousing interest in the proceedings the Press enjoys the 
right of admission for their accredited representatives to the 
1 Wa^on T. Walter ( 1868 ) L,R. 4 Q.B, 73 ; K. & L. 105 . 
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meetings of local authorities, but not to those of the various 
committees and sub-committees of such bodies, except the 
meetings in full committee of a local education or public 
assistance authority : Local Authorities (Admission of the 
Press to Meetings) Act, 1908. Press representatives may 
be temporarily excluded by resolution of a majority of the 
members present. Admission of the Press to the Houses 
of Parliament rests upon the same basis as admission of 
the general public. Each House only admits the public on 
sufierance and publication of its proceedings can be restricted 
as a matter of privilege. In practice the Press is afforded 
special facilities for obtaining parliamentary news and the 
last occasions (seven in all) of secret sessions were in 1916-18 
in time of war.^ On occasions when the general public have 
been excluded by reason of persistent misbehaviour on 
the part of a section of the public, the Press gallery has 
remained open. 

Though not of direct protection to the Press there are a 
number of cases where defamatory statements are absolutely 
privileged, namely, those made in the course of judicial 
proceedings or parliamentary debates, in communications by 
Government Departments, in pursuance of military and 
naval duty, including statements made at courts-martial or 
courts of inquiry, and in documents published by authority 
of Parliament. Moreover the Press and public alike enjoy 
protection in the form of qualified privilege, which may only 
be displaced by proof of malice, attaching to communications 
made in the course of legal, social or moral duties. Fair 
comment on matters of public interest is also a defence to an 

^ On the days when a secret session was desired strangers were first 
excluded by agreement of the House. A resolution followed such exclusion 
to the effect that the remainder of the day’s sitting should be a secret 
session. By Regulation 27a, dated 22nd April, 1916, made by Order in 
Council under the Defence of the Realm Act, 1914, it was provided that, 
if either House of Parliament, in pursuance of a resolution passed by that 
House, held a secret session, it should not be lawful for any person in any 
newspaper, periodical, circular or other printed publication or in any 
public speech to publish any report of or to purport to describe or to refer 
to the proceedings at such session, except such report thereof as might 
be officially communicated through the Official Press Bureau. London 
OazeMe, 1916, p. 4189. May, Parliamentary Practice (13th ed., 1924), pp. 
204, 205. 
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action for defamation and the Press is peculiarly the guardian 
of the public interest. 

The following is the text of a Bill for amending the law of 
libel which was sponsored in 1938 by the Empire Press Union : 

1. Except in cases in which the plaintiff proves actual financial 
damage, no action for libel published after the passing of this 
Act shall lie unless the words complained of : — 

(а) Impute sexual immorality, drunkenness or cruelty ; or 

(б) charge the plaintiff with having committed an offence 
punishable by imprisonment or impute that the plaintiff 
has an obnoxious contagious disease ; or 

(c) are published of the plaintiff in relation to his or her 
office, profession or trade or in relation to his or her conduct 
in performance of a public duty. 

Provided always that unless the Judge certifies to the contrary 
a plaintiff shall not in respect of any action which lies by reason 
of paragraphs (a) and (c) hereof recover more costs than damages. 

2. In any action for libel, where the libel complained of has 
been published after the passing of this Act, it shall be a defence 
for the defendant to prove that at the date of publication he had 
no reasonable ground for supposing that the words complained 
of referred to the plaintiff. 

3. A fair and accurate report published in any newspaper of 
any proceedings to which members of the public are admitted 
or of any document to which members of the public have access 
shall, provided the subject matter of such proceedings or docu- 
ment be of public interest, be privileged unless it be proved that 
such report was published maliciously ; provided that the 
protection intended to be afforded by this section shall not be 
available in any proceedings if it shall be proved that the 
defendant has been requested to insert in the newspapers in 
which the report complained of appeared a reasonable letter or 
statement by way of contradiction or explanation of such report 
and had refused or neglected to insert the same. 

4. A meeting of shareholders of a public company shall be 
deemed to be a public meeting within the meaning of section 4 of 
the Law of Libel Amendment Act, 1888. 


(C) Contempt of Court 

Freedom of discussion of necessity must extend, if it is to 
be effective, over the whole range of governmental activity. 
It is not, therefore, sufficient to limit this account of the 
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restrictions which are placed by law upon this freedom to 
those which relate to political criticism directed chiefly 
against the Administration. Both the courts and Parliament 
are provided with the means of defence against criticism 
which they may regard as unwarranted in the form of the 
powers which each possesses to punish for contempt. It is 
necessary to examine these powers and to consider whether 
they may be used to stifle legitimate criticism as well as 
defamatory attack. 

Commitment for contempt by a Court . — ^In the case of the 
judicial organs criminal contempt of court takes two forms : ^ 

(1) Contempt consisting of conduct (a) by strangers, (b) by 
parties which scandalises the court itself. 

(2) Conduct which is calculated to prejudice a pending 
proceeding. 

Under the first head, apart from the commission of actual 
violence to the court and those taking part in its proceedings, 
the use of threatening words or scurrilous abuse concerning 
any judge of a superior court of record constitutes a criminal 
ofltence which the court has power to punish by fine and 
imprisonment at its pleasure. No trial of the offence by a 
jury is permitted. Nor is this arbitrary power to punish 
limited to the trial judge. The contempt is contempt of the 
court and, if it constitutes an impediment to the administra- 
tion of justice by the court, may be punished by any member 
of the court. It is, of course, permissible to discuss the 
merits of any judgment or sentence, but the court has power 
to punish criticism which it regards as mere invective or as 
tending to bring into ridicule and contempt the administra- 
tion of justice. It is not therefore permissible to publish 
an article attributing a particular decision to the personal 
idiosyncrasies of the judge, for that is to suggest that he is 
incapable of administering impartial justice in a particular 
case or class of case. It is dangerous to do this even by 
innuendo. Adverse comment in a well-known periodical 
upon a judgment concluding with regrets of the likelihood of 

^ Discussioa is confined to the powers of the higher courts to punish 
for contempt ; civil contempt, refusal to obey a judgment or other 
process of law, is not included. 
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similar decisions on the ground that “ an individual owning 
such views as the defendant could not apparently hope for a 
fair hearing in a court presided over by Mr. Justice Blank — 
and there are so many Mr. Justice Blanks ’’ (naming the trial 
judge) — ^thereby imputing partiality, has been held to consti- 
tute contempt in proceedings tried by three colleagues of the 
judge in question.^ Indeed it would be difficult to advise 
what measure of criticism of a judgment is permissible if it 
be directed beyond the merits of the decision in law. In The 
Queen v. Gray ^ it was said by Lord Russell of Killowen that 
any act done or writing published which was calculated to 
bring a court or a judge of the court into contempt or to 
lower his authority is a contempt of court. The contempt in 
question was a matter of scurrilous abuse. Contempt of this 
form scandalising ^ court is, however, subject to an important 
qualification stated by the same authority. Reasonable 
argument or expostulation may be offered against any judicial 
act as contrary to law or the public good.^ The ‘‘ humble 
submissions ” of sarcastic contributors to periodicals like the 
Law Quarterly Review probably protect them, but excursions 
into criticism in the Press upon the social implications of (say) 
a judgment which condemns an exponent of birth control at 
the suit of a Roman or Anglo-Catholic opponent is dangerous, 
if the judge has himself expressed his disapproval of the 
defendant’s beliefs in the course of the proceedings. For it 
may amount to an imputation of partiality on the part of 
the judge, or even reflect upon the Bench as a whole. 

The limits of permissible criticism of judicial acts were 
reviewed by Lord Atkin in delivering a recent opinion of the 
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council : Ambard v. Attorney- 
General for Trinidad and Tobago : ^ — 

Whether the authority and position of an individual judge, 

^ The King v. New Statesman (Editor) ex parte Director of Public Prose- 
cutions (1928) 44 T.L.R. 301. 

2 [1900] 2 Q.B. 36. 

® See McLeod v. St, Auhyn [1899] A.C. 549, at p. 551, for the authorities 
which established this common law jurisdiction, rarely used in England, 
to punish as contempt scandalous matter concerning the court itself as a 
court. 

^ [1936] A.C. 323, at p. 335. 
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or the due administration of justice, is concerned, no wrong 
is committed by any member of the public who exercises the 
ordinary right of criticising, in good faith, in private or public, 
the public act done in the seat of justice. The path of criticism 
is a public way : the wrong-headed are permitted to err therein : 
provided that members of the public abstain from imputing 
improper motives to those taking part in the administration of 
justice, and are genuinely exercising a right of criticism, and not 
acting in malice or attempting to impair the administration of 
justice, they are immune. Justice is not a cloistered virtue : 
she must be allowed to suffer the scrutiny and respectful, even 
though outspoken, comments of ordinary men. 

The cause of this important utterance was a case involving 
the liberty of the Press. A journalist had been fined for 
contempt by a colonial court of three judges. The sentences 
imposed by two of these judges in criminal cases had been 
criticised by him in an article dealing with the perennial 
topic of inequality of sentences. The Board advised that the 
conviction should be quashed. 

The surest defence against any oppressive conduct by a 
court in the exercise of its powers to attach for contempt lies 
in securing a high standard of ability and character in the 
personnel of the court. For this reduces the occasions for 
allegations of partiality and violent criticism of its conduct 
and should ensure that only in serious cases of genuine 
contempt will the court be moved to resort to process for 
committal. There is, however, a latent danger lest the social 
prejudices, from which not even the holders of high judicial 
of6.ce are always exempt, may lead to the stifling of criticism 
to which pubhc opinion as a whole takes no exception. It 
would furnish an interesting sociological study to collect from 
the pages of the law reports evidence of the social back- 
ground of members of the Bench, but the author and publisher 
of such research would have to walk warily lest the conclusions 
of the former should be deemed to constitute contempt in the 
sense discussed here. 

Nor is the matter one of merely academic interest in a 
society which is divided by extremes of political, social and 
economic outlook, such as only a democracy can freely 
exhibit. A bench of fascist judges, if ever such should exist, 
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is well equipped under the existing state of the law with the 
means of stifling its more voluble opponents. Happily, as yet, 
tradition and training of Bench and Bar have prevented any 
such occasion from arising. 

The second form of criminal contempt of court which is 
also punishable by fine or attachment, is conduct whether by 
the parties or by strangers which is calculated to prejudice 
the impartial hearing of a pending proceeding. The oilence 
is based upon the idea of not allowing the jury to hear be- 
fore the trial of the past bad character of the accused in a 
criminal case. But the offence is not limited to criminal 
proceedings. The exercise of this jurisdiction is, on the 
whole, beneficial and constitutes a severe restriction upon the 
investigations into crime in which the gutter Press is wont to 
indulge. Newspaper criticism is, in fact, the commonest form 
of contempt of court. 

Every libel upon a person about to be tried is not 
necessarily a contempt of court, but the applicant must 
show that something has been published which either is clearly 
intended, or at least is calculated to prejudice the trial which 
is pending.” ^ The case from which this extract is taken 
shows that the court will only exercise this salutary power 
where there is a real danger of prejudicing a trial, as there 
is in a case where a newspaper comments upon the probable 
result or the previous characters of the parties or even 
publishes a photograph of an accused person. 

It is interesting to record that in 1906 and again in 1908 
the House of Commons passed resolutions drawing attention 
to the fact that the jurisdiction of judges in dealing with 
contempt of court was practically arbitrary and unlimited 
and expressing the opinion that action by Parliament was 
called for with a view to the definition and limitation of 
this jurisdiction.^ Between 1883 and 1908 no less than five 
unsuccessful attempts were made to deal with the subject by 
legislation.^ There is historical evidence that criminal con- 

^ TTie Queen v. Payne and Cooler [1896] 1 Q.B., 577, at p. 580. 

® House of Commons Dabates, 4th Series, vol. 155, col. 614 ; vol. 185, 
ool. 1432. 

* See Fox, History of Contempt of Courts p. 3. 
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tempts committed by a stranger out of court by libelling 
the judge were at one time treated like any other trespass 
and tried with a jury.^ 

In practice there is as great danger of prejudicing a fair 
trial in the perfectly lawful publication of the proceedings 
before magistrates prior to committal of the accused for trial, 
especially since the accused usually reserves his defence and 
therefore only the case for the prosecution can be reported. 
In cases of murder or manslaughter the reports of coroners’ 
inquests, where the proceedings are not restricted by the 
rules of evidence in force in a criminal court, may constitute 
a real danger lest the trial jury should form a preconceived 
opinion adverse to the accused before hearing his case. 

Commitment for contempt by Parliament, — ^Each House of 
Parliament enjoys the power, based upon immemorial usage, 
to punish for breach of its peculiar privileges. Commitment 
for contempt is the most severe of the available punishments. 
In so far as the House of Commons, which has furnished 
in the course of its history most of the controversies raging 
round parliamentary privileges, does not exceed its powers to 
control its own unruly members, the subject is one of domestic 
discipline. Occasionally, however, the House has punished 
other persons than its members and oflElcers by commitment 
or other less drastic penalty. The classical illustration is 
afforded by the Case of the Sheriff of Middlesex ^ where the 
opinion of Lord Ellenborough expressed in Burdett v. Abbot ^ 
prevailed : If a commitment appeared to be for contempt 
of the House of Commons generally \i.e, without specifying 
the cause upon which the contempt was grounded] I would 
neither in the case of that court nor of any other of the superior 
courts inquire further.” It thTi;is lies within the power of the 
House of Commons arbitrarily to commit for contempt without 
stating the reason, for such might disclose a ground of action 
of which the courts could take cognisance. No writ of 
habeas corpus will lie to secure release of the person com- 
mitted. Unlike commitment by the House of Lords or the 
other superior courts of record, which may be for an indefinite 

^ Of, cit., pp. 4, 34 et seq. 

* (1840) 11 A. & E. S09 ; K. & L. 92. 


» (1811) 14 East 1. 
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period, the period of committal by the House of Commons is 
terminated by prorogation at the end of the session, but not 
by an adjournment of the House, however lengthy. Imprison- 
ment for contempt of the High Court is, however, purely at 
the will and pleasure of the court itself. It is thus to be 
remarked that both Parliament and the higher courts of the 
land possess that very power of arbitrary imprisonment which 
is denied to the Administration by the combined effect of a 
statute of the Long Parliament,^ so far as the King and the 
Privy Council are concerned, and the procedure by writ of 
habeas corpus. 


SECTION III 

Dissolution op Parliament 

The following letter written by Professor Dicey at the time 
of the controversy over the Home Kule Bill in 1913 should 
be regarded as supplementary to Chapter XIV (ant^. For 
the full context of the letter reference should be made to 
the correspondence quoted in Jennings’ Cabinet Government, 
Appendix iv. 

^ PROFESSOR A. V. DICEY TO THE TIMES ” ^ 

Allow me to express my complete agreement with Sir William 
Anson’s masterly exposition of the principles regulating the 
exercise of the prerogative of dissolution. On this matter I 
write with some little confidence. My Law of the Constitution 
(7th edition), pp. 428-434, contaiife an examination of the constitu- 
tional doctrine as to the dissolution of Parliament. This doctrine 
has been repeated and defended during the last 28 years in 
every edition of my book. My opinion as to the occasions on 
which a dissolution may rightly take place has, as far as I know, 
never been assailed and assuredly has never been controverted 
by any writer of authority. Let me add to the lucid statement 

^ Star Chamber Abolition Act, 1641. 

® Reproduced by kind permission of the Proprietors of The Times. 
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of constitutional law by my friend Sir William Anson the following 
observations which at the present moment {i.e, after the Home 
Eule Bill, 1912, had twice been passed by the Commons) deserve 
attention : 

1. A dissolution of Parliament before the beginning of the 
next Session by the King in conformity with the advice of a 
Minister ready to assume the responsibility for this course of 
action, would be amply justified by the precedents of 1784 and 
1834. No statesman need be ashamed to follow the example of 
Pitt or of Peel. One may add that the whole current of modern 
constitutional custom involves the admission that the final 
decision of every grave political question now belongs, not to 
the House of Commons, but to the electors as the representatives 
of the nation. 

2. A dissolution before the commencement of the next Session, 
which will be the third Session of the Home Rule Bill, may take 
place, and ought to take place, with the assent of Mr. Asquith 
and his colleagues. Such a dissolution will not be the sacrifice 
of the policy of Home Eule, it will not even be the sacrifice of 
the present Home Rule Bill. If the Government obtain after 
the dissolution a substantial majority in the House of Commons 
they will still, under the Parliament Act, be able to present the 
Bill to the King for his acceptance without obtaining the consent 
of the House of Lords (see Parliament Act, section 2). 

3. A dissolution after the beginning of the next Session, but 
before the Home Rule Bill has become the Home Rule Act, will 
be fatal to the existing Home Rule Bill, and this for a perfectly 
plain reason. In order that the Parliament Act may apply to 
the Bill, the Bill must be passed by the House of Commons and 
rejected by the House of Lords in each of three “ successive ” 
Sessions. But if a dissolution takes place during the third Session, 
but before the Bill has become an Act, it can never be passed 
and rejected in three such successive Sessions. If a dissolution 
does not take place before the beginning of the next Session, the 
destruction of the Home Rule Bill by a dissolution which may 
take place during the next Session will be due to the obstinacy 
of Ministers who will have refused to give ear in due time to the 
demand of the nation that the union between England and 
Ireland shall not be in effect repealed until the policy of Home 
Rule shall have obtained the direct and indubitable sanction of 
the electorate. 

4. Rumour imputes to the Premier the intention of passing 
the Home Rule Act, 1914, say in June next, and advising a 
dissolution during the months which must elapse before the Act 
will have come into full operation. The recklessness and fatuity 
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of such a policy render its adoption all but incredible. This sham 
appeal to the people will, in the eyes of Unionists, whether in 
England or in Ireland, involve the addition of insult to injustice. 
A man of Mr. Asquith’s calmness and sense cannot wish to 
redouble the chance of civil war ; he has apparently rejected the 
idea of submitting the Home Eule Bill to a Referendum ; he 
surely cannot think that Englishmen or Irishmen will tolerate 
that parody of a Referendum which, under the name of a plebiscite, 
has been invented by French Jacobinism and has been performed 
again and again by French Imperialism. 

5. The question is sometimes now raised whether during the 
present political crisis the King could rightly or wisely refuse 
assent to the Home Rule Bill after it should for a third time 
have been passed by the House of Commons and rejected by the 
House of Lords. This is happily a purely academic inquiry on 
which I decline now to enter. Every advantage by way of 
appeal to the electors, in consequence of the exercise of the so- 
called Royal veto, can be far better and more regularly obtained 
by a dissolution of Parliament. Mr. Balfour has struck the right 
note. The safety and the prosperity of the United Kingdom 
absolutely demand a speedy dissolution. As regards the Veto 
itself, I am well content to adopt the language of Burke : 

‘‘ The King’s negative to Bills is one of the most undisputed 
Royal prerogatives, and it extends to all cases whatsoever. I 
am far from certain that if several laws which I know had fallen 
under the stroke of that sceptre the public would have had a 
very heavy loss. But it is not the propriety of the exercise 
which is in question. Its repose may be the preservation of its 
existence, and its existence may be the means of saving the 
Constitution itself on an occasion worthy of bringing it forth.” 

{The Times, September 15th, 1913.) 

It may be admitted that prior to 1832 the Crown retained 
the power of nominating the Prime Minister. The ability 
of the King to obtain a majority in the Commons in favour 
of the Ministry so appointed facilitated the free exercise of 
his choice. Melbourne’s resignation in 1834 (it is not now 
regarded as a true precedent of dismissal) ^ was due to the 
non-recognition by William IV of the implications of the 
Reform Act. The King might have suffered greater embarrass- 
ment than he did after Peel’s failure to secure a majority, had 

^ See Jennings, Cabinet Government (1936), pp, 299-307; Ufe of Lard 
Oxford and Asquith (1932), vol, ii, pp. 30, 31. 
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not the discussion of the constitutional question in the House 
of Commons led to a reaffirmation of the principle of the 
impersonal aspect of the King’s political actions,^ George III, 
it is true, had to some extent maintained that the acceptance 
of Ministries not of his own choice involved inroads upon his 
prerogative ; he certainly devised means for ejecting them. 
If Queen Victoria was the last Monarch to prevent a change 
of Ministers to suit her own convenience, her predecessor 
was the last to force a change of Ministers in compelling 
Melbourne’s resignation in 1834. 

If there can be any justification to-day for the dismissal 
of a Ministry which commands a majority in the House of 
Commons, it must be based upon the plea that the majority 
no longer reflects the wishes of the electorate. The first step 
to test the validity of such a plea must be a dissolution. The 
ensuing general election will then answer the question within 
the limits of the representative system working on a three- 
party basis. But, if the King is to avoid personal implication 
in party controversies, he must obtain the advice of his 
Ministers to dissolve. As to this, constitutionally he may 
cajole, he may remonstrate, but he cannot refuse the final 
advice of a Prime Minister who commands a majority in the 
House of Commons.^ If that advice is against a dissolution, 
the King cannot without forcing the resignation of his 
existing Ministers find another Prime Minister who would be 
ready to assume responsibility for advising a dissolution. 
Such a course would lay the Crown open to a charge of 
favouring the new Ministry. No appeal to the precedents of 
1784 and 1834 could preserve the reputation for impartiality 
upon which the Monarchy depends. Dissolution must rest 
upon the advice of Ministers alone. Otherwise no dissolu- 
tion would be free from ambiguity, and speculation as to the 
degree of responsibility of the Sovereign would be a feature 
of every election.” ^ 

But ought the King ever to assume to the point of forcing 

1 Emden, The People and the Constitution (1933), pp. 143, 147. 

2 Esher, Journals and. Letters, voL iii (1938), pp. 126-131, for Memo- 
randum on Prerogative. 

^ The Times, 10th Sept., 1913 ; Letter from Prof. J. H. Morgan* 
reproduced, Jennings, op. cit,, App. iv. 
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the resignation of the Ministry that his Ministers have lost 
the confidence of the electorate so long as they command a 
majority in Parliament ? The answer, it is suggested, is 
No.^ The constitution provides for testing this confidence 
every four or five years by a general election. The one possible 
justification would be if the Lords and Commons combined to 
prolong indefinitely the life of a sitting Parliament. ^ For it 
would destroy the democratic basis of the constitution, if 
expression of popular opinion by the ballot box were sup- 
pressed as the result of this unlikely conspiracy between an 
hereditary chamber and one elected by universal suffrage. 
v^Dr. Jennings suggests that the Bang’s function is to see that 
the constitution functions in the normal manner. This is 
equally the function of his Ministers. The normal manner 
assumes the approval of the electorate in the long run. Only 
if the existing Ministry prevents the electorate speaking in its 
due time can the King dissolve against their advice. The 
decision to dissolve would be equivalent to dismissal of the 
Ministry. // 


SECTION IV 
Swiss Febeealism® 

Leading Characteristics of Federal Government ^ 

Federalism is a natural constitution for a body of States 
which desire union and do not desire unity. Take as countries 
which exhibit this state of feeling the United States, the 
Federal Dominions of Canada and Australia, the Swiss Con- 

1 Jennings, qp. cit, pp. 306, 307. 

® The Bill would require the assent of Lords and Commons : Parliament 
Act, 1911, s. 2 (i). 

® This note is reproduced from the eighth edition (1915). The first 
part, in the text of which no changes have been made, formed a portion of 
the Introduction (pp. Ixxv-lxxx). Considerable alteration has been made 
in the latter part, which is taken from Dicey’s Appendix, note viii, in order 
to give the student an account of the Swiss Constitution as it functions at 
the present time. 

^ See especially ch. iii, p. 138, ante. It is worth observing that the 
substance of this chapter was published before tbe production by Gladstone 
of his first Home Eule Bill for Ireland. 
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federation, and the (former) German Empire, and contrast 
with this special condition of opinion the deliberate rejec- 
tion by all Itahan patriots of federalism, which in the case of 
Italy presented many apparent advantages, and the failure of 
union between Sweden and Norway to produce any desire 
for unity or even for a continued political connection, though 
these Scandinavian lands differ little from each other in race, 
in religion, in language, or in their common interest to main- 
tain their independence against neighbouring and powerful 
countries. 

The physical contiguity, further, of countries which are 
to form a confederated State is certainly a favourable, and 
possibly a necessary, condition for the success of federal 
government. 

The success of federal government is greatly favoured by, 
if it does not absolutely require, approximate equahty in the 
wealth, in the population and in the historical position of 
the different countries which make up a confederation. The 
reason for this is pretty obvious. The idea which lies at the 
bottom of federalism is that each of the separate States should 
have approximately equal political rights and should thereby 
be able to maintain the hmited independence ” (if the term 
may be used) meant to be secured by the terms of federal 
union. Hence the provision contained in the constitution of 
the United States under which two Senators, and no more, 
are given to each State, though one be as populous, as large 
and as wealthy as is New York, and another be as small in 
area and contain as few citizens as Rhode Island. Bagehot, 
indeed, points out that the equal power in the Senate of a 
small State and of a large State is from some points of view an 
evil. It is, however, an arrangement obviously congenial to 
federal sentiment. If one State of a federation greatly exceed 
in its numbers and in its resources the power of each of the 
other States, and still more if such “ dominant partner,” to use 
a current expression, greatly exceed the whole of the other 
Confederated States in population and in wealth, the con- 
federacy will be threatened with two dangers. The dominant 
partner may exercise an authority almost inconsistent with 
federal equality. But, on the other hand, the other States, if 
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they should possess under the constitution rights equal to the 
rights or the pohtical power left to the dominant partner, may 
easily combine to increase unduly the burdens, in the way of 
taxation or otherwise, imposed upon the one most powerful 
State. 

Federalism, when successful, has generally been a stage 
towards unitary government. In other words, federalism tends 
to pass into nationalism. This has certainly been the result 
of the two most successful of federal experiments. The 
United States, at any rate as they now exist, have been well 
described as a nation concealed under the form of a federation. 
The same expression might with considerable truth be applied 
to Switzerland. Never was there a country in which it seemed 
more difidcult to produce national unity. The Swiss Cantons 
are divided by difference of race, by difference of language, 
by difference of religion. These distinctions till nearly the 
middle of the nineteenth century produced a kind of disunion 
among the Swiss people which in 1914 seems almost incredible. 
They forbade the existence of a common coinage ; they 
allowed any one Canton to protect the financial interest of its 
citizens against competition by the inhabitants of every other 
Canton. In 1847 the Sonderbund threatened to destroy the 
very idea of Swiss unity, Swiss nationality, and Swiss inde- 
pendence. Patriots had indeed for generations perceived that 
the federal union of Switzerland afforded the one possible 
guarantee for the continued existence of their country. But 
attempt after attempt to secure the unity of Switzerland had 
ended in failure. The victory of the Swiss federalists in the 
Sonderbund war gave new life to Switzerland : this was the 
one indubitable success directly due to the movements of 
1847-48. It is indeed happy that the victory of the federal 
armies took place before the fall of the French Monarchy, and 
that the Eevolution of February, combined with other move- 
ments which distracted Europe, left the Swiss free to manage 
their own affairs in their own way. Swiss patriotism and 
moderation met with their reward. Switzerland became 
master of her own fate. Each step in the subsequent progress 
of the new federal State has been a step along the path leading 
from confederate union to national unity. 
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A federal constitution is, as compared with a unitary con- 
stitution, a weak form of government. Few were the thinkers 
who in 1884 would have denied the truth of this proposition. 
In 1914 language is constantly used which implies that a 
federal government is in itself superior to a unitary constitu- 
tion such as that of France or of England. Yet the compara- 
tive "weakness of federalism is no accident. A true federal 
government is based on the division of powers. It means the 
constant effort of statesmanship to balance one State of the 
confederacy against another. One cannot rate too highly 
the success with which a complicated system is worked by 
the members of the Swiss Council or, to use expressions 
familiar to Englishmen, by the Swiss Cabinet. Yet every- 
where throughout Swiss arrangements you may observe the 
desire to keep up a sort of balance of advantages between 
different States. The members of the Council are seven in 
number ; each member must, of necessity, belong to a different 
Canton. The Federal Parliament meets at Bern ; the Federal 
Tribunal sits at Lausanne in the Canton of Vaud ; the Federal 
Polytechnic is allotted to a third Canton, namely, Zurich. Now 
rules or practices of this kind must inevitably restrict the 
power of bringing into a Swiss Cabinet all the best political 
talent to be found in Switzerland. Such a system applied to 
an English or to a French Cabinet would be found almost 
unworkable. Federalism again would mean, in any country 
where English ideas prevail, the predominance of legalism, or 
in other words, a general willingness to yield to the authority 
of the law courts. Nothing is more remarkable, and in the 
eyes of any impartial critic more praiseworthy, than the 
reverence paid on the whole by American opinion to the 
Supreme Court of the United States. Nor must one forget 
that the respect paid to the opinion of their own judges, even 
when deciding questions on which political feeling runs high, 
is, on the whole, characteristic of the citizens of each particular 
State. The Supreme Court, e,g., of Massachusetts may be 
called upon to determine in effect whether a law passed by 
the legislature of Massachusetts is, or is not, constitutional ; 
and the decision of the court will certainly meet with obedience. 
Now, what it is necessary to insist upon is that this legalism 
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which fosters and supports the rule of law is not equally dis- 
played in every country. No French court has ever definitely 
pronounced a law passed by the French legislature invalid, 
nor, it is said, has any Belgian court ever pronounced invalid 
a law passed by the Belgian Parliament. Whether English 
electors are now strongly disposed to confide to the decision 
of judges questions which excite strong political feeling is 
doubtful. Yet — and this is no insignificant matter — under 
every federal system there must almost of necessity exist some 
body of persons who can decide whether the terms of the 
federal compact have been observed. But if this power be 
placed in the hands of the Executive, the law will, it may be 
feared, be made subservient to the will of any political party 
which is for the moment supreme. If it be placed in the hands 
of judges, who profess and probably desire to practise judicial 
impartiality, it may be very difi&cult to ensure general respect 
for any decision which contradicts the interests and the 
principles of a dominant party.^ Federalism, lastly, creates 
divided allegiance. This is the most serious and the most 
inevitable of the weaknesses attaching to a form of government 
under which loyalty to a citizen’s native State may conflict 
with his loyalty to the whole federated nation. Englishmen, 
Scotsmen and Irishmen have always, as soldiers, been true to 
the common flag. The whole history of the Sonderbund in 
Switzerland and of secession in the United States bears witness 
to the agonised perplexity of the noblest among soldiers when 
called upon to choose between loyalty to their country and 
loyalty to their Canton or State. One example of this difficulty 
is amply sufficient for my purpose. General Scott and 
General Lee alike had been trained as officers of the American 
Army ; each was a Virginian ; each of them was determined 
from the outbreak of the Civil War to follow the dictates of 
his own conscience ; each was placed in a position as painful 
as could be occupied by a soldier of bravery and honour ; each 
was a victim of that double allegiance which is all but inherent 

1 In Switzerland the safeguard of the constitution against revolutionary 
changes by the party in power is to be found in the devices of the refer- 
endum and the initiative, devices which ensure the direct vote of the 
people and the Cantons upon proposals for constitutional amendment. 
— Kd. 
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in federalism. General Scott followed the impulse of loyalty to 
the Union. General Lee felt that as a matter of duty he must 
obey the sentiment of loyalty to Virginia. 

In any estimate of the strength or the weakness of federal 
government it is absolutely necessary not to confound, though 
the confusion is a very common one, federalism with national- 
ism. A truly federal government is the denial of national 
independence to every State of the federation. No single State 
of the American Commonwealth is a separate nation ; no State, 
it may be added, e,g, the State of New York, has anything 
like as much of local indep^endence as is possessed by New 
Zealand or by any other of the five Dominions. There is of 
course a sense, and a very real sense, in which national tradi- 
tion and national feehng may be cultivated in a State which 
forms part of a confederacy. The French inhabitants of 
Quebec are Frenchmen to the core. But their loyalty to the 
British Empire is certain. One indisputable source of their 
imperial loyalty is that the break-up of the Empire might, 
as things now stand, result to Canada in union with the United 
States. But Frenchmen would with more difficulty maintain 
their French character if Quebec became a State of the Union 
and ceased to be a Province of the Dominion. In truth 
national character in one sense of that term has less necessary 
connection than Englishmen generally suppose with political 
arrangements. It would be simple folly to assert that Sir 
Walter Scott did not share the sentiment of Scottish national- 
ism ; yet the influence of Scott’s genius throughout Europe 
was favoured by, and in a sense was the fruit of, the union 
with England. But the aspiration and the effort towards 
actual national independence is at least as inconsistent with 
the conditions of a federal as with the conditions of a unitary 
government. Any one will see that this is so who considers 
how patent would have been the folly of the attempt to 
establish a confederacy which should have left Italy a State 
of the Austrian Empire. Nor does historical experience 
countenance the idea that federalism, which may certainly be 
a step towards closer national unity, can be used as a method 
for gradually bringing political unity to an end. 
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Swiss Federalism ^ 

The Swiss Federal constitution may appear to a superficial 
observer to be a copy in miniature of the constitution of the 
United States ; and there is no doubt that the Swiss statesmen 
of 1848 did in one or two points, for example in the balance 
between the two councils of the Federal Assembly, intentionally 
follow American precedents. But for all this, Swiss Federal- 
ism is the natural outgrowth of Swiss history, and bears 
a peculiar character of its own that well repays careful study. 
Two ideas underlie the institutions of modern Switzerland. 
The first is the uncontested and direct sovereignty of the nation. 
In Switzerland the will of the people, when expressed in the 
mode provided by the constitution, is admittedly supreme. 
This supremacy is not disputed by any political party or by 
any section of the community. No one dreams of changing 
the democratic basis of the national institutions. There does 
not exist in Switzerland any faction which, like the reactionists 
in France, meditates the overthrow of the Republic. There 
does not exist any section of the community which, like 
the Sudetens in the former Czecho-Slovakia, is disloyal to 
the Central Government. But in Switzerland not only the 
supremacy but the direct authority of the nation is, practically 
as well as theoretically, acknowledged. The old idea of the 
opposition between the Government and the people has 
vanished. All parts of the Government, including in that 
term not only the executive but also the legislative bodies, 
are the recognised agents of the nation, and the people 
intervene directly in all important acts of legislation. In 
Switzerland, in short, the nation is sovereign in the sense in 
which a powerful king or queen was sovereign in the time 
when monarchy was a predominant power in European 
countries, and we shall best understand the attitude of the 

^ See Lowell, Governments and Parties in Continental Europe (2iid ed., 
1908), ii, Switzerland, pp. 180-336 ; Orelli, Das Staatsrecht der Schweizer- 
ischen Eidgenossenschaft; Marquardsen, Handbuch des bffentlichen Eechts, 
iv. i. 2. And the more recent works; Fritz Fleiner, Schweizerisches 
BundesstaatsrecM (1923); W. Burckhardt, Kommentar der Schweizerischen 
Bundesverfassung vom 29 Mai, 1874 (3rd ed., 1931); La Viejuridigue des 
peuples, vol. vi, Suisse (1935) (especially the three first chapters). 
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Swiss nation towards its representatives, whether in the 
Executive or in Parliament, by considering that the Swiss 
people occupies a position not unlike that held, for example, 
by Elizabeth of England. However great the Queen’s 
authority, she was not a tyrant, but she really in the last 
resort governed the country, and her ministers were her 
servants and carried out her policy. The Queen did not 
directly legislate, but by her veto and by other means she 
controlled all important legislation. Such is, speaking 
roughly, the position of the Swiss people. The Federal 
Executive and the Federal Parhament pursue the lines of 
policy approved by the people. Under the name of the 
referendum there is exercised a popular veto on laws passed 
by the Legislature, and, under the name of the initiative, 
direct constitutional amendment by the people has been 
successfully introduced on several occasions. Whatever be 
the merits of Swiss institutions, the idea which governs them 
is obvious. The nation is monarch, the Executive and the 
inembers of the Legislature are the people’s agents or ministers. 

The second idea to which Swiss institutions give expression 
is that politics are a matter of business. The system of Swiss 
government is business-like. The affairs of the nation are 
transacted by men of capacity, who give effect to the will of 
the nation. 

These are the principles or conceptions embodied in Swiss 
institutions ; they are closely interconnected, they pervade 
and to a great extent explain the operation of the different 
parts of the Swiss constitution. Many of its features are of 
course common to all federal governments, but its special 
characteristics are due to the predominance of the two 
ideas to which the reader’s attention has been directed. That 
this is so will be seen if we examine the different parts of the 
Swiss constitution. 

I. The Federal Council , — This body, which we should in 
England call the Cabinet, consists of seven persons elected at 
their first meeting by the two Chambers which make up the 
Swiss Federal Assembly or Congress. The Councillors hold 
office for four years, and being elected after the first meeting 
of the Assembly, which itself is elected for four years, keep 
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their places till the next Federal Assembly meets, when a new 
election takes place. The Councillors need not be, but in fact 
are, elected from among the members of the Federal Assembly, 
and though they lose their seats on election, yet, as they are 
entitled in the capacity of councillors to take part in the 
debates of each House, they may for practical purposes be con- 
sidered members of the Assembly or Parliament. The powers 
confided to the Council are wide. The Council is the Executive 
of the Confederacy and possesses the authority naturally 
belonging to the national Government. It discharges also, 
strange as this may appear to Englishmen or Americans, 
some^ judicial functions. The Council is in fact the centre of 
the whole Swiss Federal system because of its influence upon 
the Assembly. The same is true of the British Cabinet. It 
is called upon to keep up good relations between the Cantons 
and the Federal or National Government, and generally to 
provide for the preservation of order, and ultimately for the 
maintenance of the law^ throughout the whole country. All 
foreign afEairs fall under the CounciTs supervision, and thd 
conduct of foreign relations must, under the circumstances of 
Switzerland, always form a most important and difficult part 
of the duties of the Government. 

Though the Councillors are elected, they are not dismissible 
by the Assembly, and in so far the Council may be considered 
an independent body ; but from another point of view the 
Council has no independence. It is expected to carry out, and 
does carry out, the policy of the Assembly, and ultimately the 
policy of the nation, just as a good man of business is expected 
to carry out the orders of his employer. Many matters which 

^ For example see the hi Federale sur la jurisdiction administrative et 
discipUnaire (1928), art. 22. 

(i) In appeals by private individuals against decisions of the various 
Departments of the Federal Council. 

(ii) In appeals against decisions of the Federal Railway Administration, 
e.g* where the purchase of a privately owned line is disputed by the owners. 
And under the hi d' organisation judiciaire Fidirale (1893), art. 189 (as 
amended), the Federal Council exercises an appellate jurisdiction from 
cantonal decisions, e.g, relating to non-discrimination on grounds of religion 
in elementary schools, soldiers’ equipment gratuities, burial grounds and 
in general in the application of federal constitutional law, and upon differ- 
ences arising from treaties relating to trade, customs, patents and military 
taxation. — ^E d. 
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are practically determined by tbe Council miglit constitution- 
ally be decided by the Assembly itself, which, however, as a 
rule leaves the transaction of affairs in the hands of the Council. 
But the Council makes reports to the Assembly, and, were the 
Assembly to express a distinct resolution on any subject, effect 
would be given to it. Nor is it expected that either the 
Council or individual Councillors should go out of oflS.ce 
because proposals or laws presented by them to the Assembly 
are rejected, or because a law passed, with the approval of the 
Council, by the Chambers, is vetoed on being referred to the 
people. 

The statesmen who in 1848 built up the fabric of the Swiss 
Confederation have, it would seem, succeeded in an achieve- 
ment which has twice at least baflSed the ingenuity of French 
statesmanship. The working of this system is noteworthy. 
The Swiss government is elective, but as it is chosen by each 
Assembly Switzerland thus escapes the turmoil of a presidential 
election, and each new Assembly begins its existence in harmony 
with the Executive. The Council, it is true, cannot be dis- 
missed by the Legislature, and the Legislature cannot be 
dissolved by the Council. But conflicts between the Govern- 
ment and the Assembly are unknown, because the Government 
considers itself the agent of the Assembly. Switzerland is the 
most democratic country in Europe, and democracies are 
supposed, not without reason, to be fickle; yet the Swiss 
executive power possesses a permanence and stability which 
does not characterise any parliamentary Cabinet. An English 
Ministry, to judge by modern experience, cannot often retain 
power for more than the duration of one Parliament ; the 
Cabinets of Louis Philippe lasted on an average for about 
three years ; under the Eepublic the lifetime of a French 
administration is measured by months. The members of the 
Swiss Ministry, if we may use the term, are elected only for 
four years ; they are however re-eligible, and re-election is 
not the exception but the rule. The men who make up the 
administration are rarely changed. You may, it is said, find 
among them statesmen who have sat in the Council for over 
twenty-five years consecutively. This permanent tenure of 
ofl&ce does not, it would seem, depend upon the possession by 
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particular leaders of extraordinary personal popularity, or of 
immense political influence ; it arises from the fact that under 
the Swiss system there is no more reason why the Assembly 
should not re-elect a trusted administrator, than why in 
England a joint-stock company should not from time to time 
reappoint a chairman in whom they have confidence. The 
Swiss Council, indeed, is — as far as a stranger dare form an 
opinion on a matter of which none but Swiss citizens are com- 
petent judges — not a Ministry or a Cabinet in the English 
sense of the term. It may be described as a Board of Directors 
appointed to manage the concerns of the Confederation in 
accordance with the articles of the constitution and in general 
deference to the wishes of the Federal Assembly. The business 
of politics is managed by men of business who transact 
national affairs, but are not statesmen who, like a Cabinet, 
are at once the servants and the leaders of a parliamentary 
majority. 

II. The Federal Assembly . — This Parliament is modelled 
to a certain extent on the American Congress. For several 
purposes, however, the two chambers of which it consists 
sit together, namely, for the elections of the Federal Council, 
of the Federal Tribunal, of the Chancellor (the Secretary 
of the Council) and of the Commander-in-Chief of the Federal 
Army, who is elected only in times of national emergency. The 
Assembly, moreover, is, unlike any representative assembly 
to which the English people are accustomed, on certain 
administrative matters a final Court of Appeal from the Council. 
The main function, however, of the Assembly is to receive 
reports from the Council and to legislate. It sits for part 
only of each year, and confines itself closely to the transaction 
of business. Laws passed by it may, when referred to the 
people, be vetoed. Its members are constantly re-elected, and 
it is apparently one of the most orderly and business-like of 
Parliaments. 

The Assembly consists of two chambers or houses. The 
Council of States, or, as we may more conveniently call it, the 
Senate, represents the Cantons, each of which sends two 
members to it. The National Council, like the American 
House of Representatives, directly represents the citizens. It 



SIVISS FEDERALISM 


613 


varies in numbers with the growth of the population, and 
each Canton is represented in proportion to its population. 

In one important respect the Federal Assembly differs from 
the American Congress. In the United States the Senate has 
hitherto been the more influential of the two Houses. In 
Switzerland the Council of States was expected by the founders 
of the constitution to wield the sort of authority which belongs 
to the American Senate. This expectation has been dis- 
appointed. The Council of States has played quite a secondary 
part in the working of the constitution, and possesses much 
less influence than the National Council. The reasons given for 
this are various. The chief explanation of the greater political 
importance of the National Council is the presence there of the 
influence of the political parties to a greater extent than in 
the other Councils. It is elected on the basis of proportional 
representation of the different parties. Because party influ- 
ence moulds political opinion, debates in the National Council 
attract more public attention and interest than those of the 
Council of States. Broadly speaking the National Council, 
like the French Chamber, reflects active politics, the Council 
of States, like the Senate, moderating opinion. The members 
of the Council are paid by the Cantons which they represent. 
The time for which they hold office is regulated by each 
Canton. The Council has no special functions, such as has 
the American Senate, and the general result has been that 
leading statesmen have sought for seats not in the Council of 
States, but in the National Council. 

III. The Federal Tribunal . — ^This court was constituted by 
statesmen who knew the weight and authority which belongs 
to the Supreme Court of the United States ; but the Federal 
Tribunal was from the beginning, and is still, a very different 
body from, and a much less powerful body than, the American 
Supreme Court. It is composed of twenty-six judges, and 
nine substitutes elected for six years by the Federal Assembly, 
which also designates the President and the Vice-President 
of the court for two years at a time.^ It possesses criminal 

^ Loi d' organisation judiciaire federate (1893), art. 4 ; Burckhardt, op. cit.y 
pp. 752-803 ; Fleiner, op. cit., pp. 426-459 ; article by Prof. Roger Secretan, 
“ Les recours oontre lapuissance publique,” in the volume (Suisse), pp. 103- 118, 




6i4 


, APPENDIX 


jurisdiction in cases of high treason, and in regard to what we 
may term high crimes and misdemeanours, though its powers 
as a criminal court are rarely put into operation. It has juris- 
diction as regards suits between the Confederation and the 
Cantons, and between the Cantons themselves, and generally 
in all suits in which the Confederation or a Canton is a party. 
It also determines most matters of public law, and has by 
degrees, in consequence of federal legislation, been made 
virtually a general Court of Appeal from the Cantonal tribunals 
in all cases arising under federal laws where the amount in 
dispute exceeds 4000 francs. Add to this that the court 
entertains complaints of the violation of the constitutional 
rights of citizens, and this whether the right alleged to be 
violated is guaranteed by the Federal or by a Cantonal constitu- 
tion. Since 1908 there have been important alterations in the 
administrative jurisdiction of this court. In 1914 an amend- 
ment to the constitution (Art. 114 his) made possible the 
creation of a com administrative fiderale. The federal law of 
June 11th, 1928, but lajuridiction administrative et disciplinaire 
gave to the Federal Tribunal the right to adjudicate adminis- 
trative disputes, especially in matters of taxation. In other 
cases, however, the Federal Council, and ultimately in certain 
cases the Federal Assembly, are still competent to decide 
administrative disputes (see especially Art. 22 of the law of 
June 11th, 1928).^ The validity of Cantonal elections is now 
decided by the Federal Tribunal, and no longer by the Federal 
Council. 

The Federal Tribunal stands alone, instead of being at the 
head of a national judicial system. It has further no oflScials 
of its own for the enforcement of its judgments. They are 
executed primarily by the Cantonal authorities, and ultimately, 
if the Cantonal authorities fail in their duty, by the Federal 
Council. 2 The control, moreover, exerted by the Federal 
Tribunal over the acts of Federal officials is incomplete. Any 
citizen may sue an official ; in case there is a conflict of jurisdic- 
tion between the Federal Council and the Federal Tribunal, it 


^ See note on p. 610 for examples. 

74 76^^ Adams and Cunningham, The Swiss Confederation (1889), pp. 



SWISS FEDERALISM 


615 


is decided not by the court but by the Federal Assembly. ^ The 
Federal Tribunal, at any rate, cannot as regards such disputes 
fix the limits of its own competence.^ Under these circum- 
stances it is not surprising that the Tribunal exercises less 
authority than the Supreme Court of the United States. What 
may excite some surprise is that, from the very nature of 
federalism, the jurisdiction of the Federal Tribunal has, in 
spite of all disadvantages under which the court suffers, year 
by year increased. Thus until 1893 questions relating to 
religious liberty, and the rights of different sects, were reserved 
for the decision of the Federal Assembly. Since that date 
they have been transferred to the jurisdiction of the Federal 
Tribunal. This very transfer, and the whole relation of the 
Tribunal, the Council and the Assembly respectively, to 
questions which would in England or the United States be 
necessarily decided by a law court, serve to remind the reader 
of the imperfect recognition in Switzerland of the rule of 
law ” as the author understood it in England, and of the 
separation of powers as that doctrine is understood in many 
continental countries. 

IV. The Referendum and the Initiative .^ — If in the constitu- 
tion of the Federal Tribunal and of the Council of States we can 
trace the influence of American examples, the referendum, as it 
exists in Switzerland, is an institution of native growth, which 
has received there a far more complete and extensive develop- 
ment than in any other country. If we omit all details, and 
deal -with the referendum as it in fact exists under the Swiss 
Federal Constitution, we may describe it as an arrangement 
by which no alteration or amendment in the constitution, and 
no federal law which any large number of Swiss citizens think 
of importance, comes finally into force until it has been sub- 
mitted to the vote of the citizens, and has been sanctioned by a 
majority of the citizens who actually vote. It may be added 
that a change in the constitution thus referred to the people 

^ See Swiss Constitution, Art. 85, s. 13, which provides that the Federal 
Assembly shall determine questions of the jurisdiction of the several federal 
authorities, especially between the Federal Tribunal and the Federal 
Council. ® See Lowell, op. cit., p. 220. 

® See generally upon referendum and initiative M. Battelli, Les Institu- 
tions de dimocratie directs en Droit Suisse et compare moderns (1932). 
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for sanction cannot come into force unless it is approved both 
by a majority of the citizens who vote and by a majority of 
the Cantons. In the case of an ordinary law passed by the 
Federal Assembly the law comes into force without a re- 
ferendum, unless it is demanded by not less than 30,000 
citizens. It must further be noted that the referendum in 
different forms exists in all but one of the Swiss Cantons, 
and may therefore now be considered an essential feature 
of Swiss constitutionalism. The referendum is therefore a 
nation’s veto. It gives to the citizens of Switzerland exactly 
that power of arresting legislation which is still in theory and 
was in the time, for example, of Elizabeth actually possessed 
by an English monarch. A Bill could not finally become a 
law until it had obtained the consent of the Crown. In 
popular language, the Crown, in case the Monarch dissented, 
might be said to veto the Bill. A more accurate way of 
describing the Crown’s action is to say that the King threw out 
or rejected the Bill, just as did the House of Lords or the House 
of Commons when either body refused to pass a Bill. This is 
in substance the position occupied by the citizens of Switzer- 
land when a law passed by the Federal Assembly is submitted 
to them for their approbation or rejection. If they give their 
assent, it becomes the law of the land ; if they refuse their 
assent, it is vetoed, or, speaking more accurately, the proposed 
law is not allowed to pass, i.e. to become in reality a law. 

The referendum has a purely negative effect. It is in all 
the Cantonal constitutions and in the Federal constitution to 
a certain extent supplemented by the initiative — that is, a 
device by which a certain number of citizens can propose an 
amendment of the constitution and require a popular vote 
upon it in spite of the refusal of the legislature to adopt their 
views.^ The initiative is employed in both Cantonal and 
Federal matters. In the latter its use is solely to secure 
amendment of the constitution, e,g. Art. 25 (2). For this 
purpose there are two kinds of initiative, (1) for a total 
revision of the constitution, (2) for partial amendment. A 
total revision may be proposed by 50,000 citizens. If it is 
approved by a majority of the whole people, a general election 
^ See Battelli, op. cit., pp. 35-45 ; Lowell, op. cit., p. 280. 
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is lield for the Federal Assembly. The new Assembly has the 
task of framing the new constitution for submission to the 
people as a whole and to each Canton. A similar number of 
citizens may propose a partial modification, either in the form 
of a definite proposal or in general terms for submission to the 
people and to the Cantons. While the introduction of the 
initiative is neither in theory nor in fact a necessary conse- 
quence of the maintenance of the referendum, both institutions 
are examples of the way in which in Switzerland the citizens 
take a direct part in legislation. 

The referendum, taken in combination with the other pro- 
visions of the constitution, and with the general character of 
Swiss federahsm, tends, it is conceived, to produce the following 
effect. It alters the position both of the Legislature and of 
the Executive. The Assembly and the Federal Council 
become obviously the agents of the Swiss people. This state 
of things, while it decreases the power, may also increase the 
freedom of Swiss statesmen. A member of the Council, or the 
Council itself, proposes a law which is passed by the Legislature. 
It is, we wiU suppose, as has often happened, referred to the 
people for approval and then rejected. The Council and the 
Assembly bow without any discredit to the popular decision. 
There is no reason why the members either of the Council or of 
the Legislature should resign their seats ; it has frequently 
happened that the electors, whilst disapproving of certain laws 
submitted for their acceptance by the Federal Assembly, have 
re-elected the very men whose legislation they have refused 
to accept. Individual politicians, on the other hand, who 
advocate particular measures, just because the failure to pass 
these measures into law does not involve resignation or expul- 
sion from ofiSce, can openly express their political views, even 
if these views differ from the opinions of the people. But the 
influence of party government, as in England, is marked. 

Swiss Federalism has been, as we have already pointed out, 
considerably influenced by American Federalism, and it is 
almost impossible for an intelligent student not to compare 
the most successful federal and democratic Government of the 
New World with the most successful federal and democratic 
Government of Europe, for the history and the institutions of 
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America and of Switzerland exhibit just that kind of likeness 
and unlikeness which excites comparison. 

The United States and Switzerland are both by nature 
federations ; neither country could, it is pretty clear, prosper 
under any but a federal constitution ; both countries are, at 
the present day at any rate, by nature democracies. In each 
country the States or Cantons have existed before the federa- 
tion. In each country State patriotism was originally a far 
stronger sentiment than the feeling of national unity. In 
America and in Switzerland national unity has been the 
growth of necessity. It is also probable that the sentiment of 
national unity, now that it has been once evoked, will in the 
long run triumph over the feeling of State rights or State 
sovereignty. In a very rough manner, moreover, there is a 
certain likeness between what may be called the federal 
history of both countries. In America and in Switzerland 
there existed for a long time causes which prevented ,and 
threatened finally to arrest the progress towards national 
unity. Slavery played in the United States a part which 
resembled at any rate the part played in Swiss history by 
religious divisions. In America and in Switzerland a less pro- 
gressive but united and warlike minority of States held for 
a long time in check the influence of the richer, the more 
civilised and the less united States. Constant disputes as to 
the area of slavery bore at any rate an analogy to the disputes • 
about the common territories which at one time divided the 
Catholic and Protestant Cantons. Secession was anticipated 
by the Sonderbund in 1846, and the triumph of Grant was not 
more complete than the triumph of Dufour. Nor is it at all 
certain that the military genius of the American was greater 
than the military genius of the Swiss general. The War of 
Secession and the War of the Sonderbund had this further 
quality in common. They each absolutely concluded the 
controversies out which of they had arisen ; they each so 
ended that victors and vanquished alike soon became the 
loyal citizens of the same Kepublic. Each country, lastly, 
may attribute its prosperity, with plausibility at least, to its 
institutions, and these institutions bear in their general 
features a marked similarity. 
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The unlikeness, however, between American and Swiss 
Federalism is at least as remarkable as the likeness. America 
is the largest as Switzerland is the smallest of Confederations ; 
more than one American State exceeds in size and population 
the whole of the Swiss Confederacy. The American Union is 
from every point of view a modern State ; the heroic age of 
Switzerland, as far as military glory is concerned, had closed 
before a single European had set foot in America, and the in- 
dependence of Switzerland was acknowledged by Europe more 
than a century before the United States began their political 
existence. American institutions are the direct outgrowth of 
English ideas, and in the main of the English ideas which pre- 
vailed in England during the democratic movement of the 
seventeenth century ; American society was never under the 
influence of feudahsm. The democracy of Switzerland is 
imbued in many respects with continental ideas of government, 
and till the time of the great French Revolution, Swiss society 
was fiJled with inequalities originating in feudal ideas. The 
United States is made up of States which have always been 
used to representative institutions; the Cantons of Switzer- 
land have been mainly accustomed to non-representative, 
aristocratic or democratic government. Under these circum- 
stances it is naturally to be expected that even institutions 
which possess a certain formal similarity should display an 
essentially different character in countries which differ so 
widely as the United States and Switzerland. 

The Senate and the Judiciary of the United States have 
rightly excited more admiration than any other part of the 
American constitution. They have each been, to a certain 
extent, imitated by the founders of the existing Swiss Republic. 
The features in American institutions which receive very 
qualified approval, if not actual censure even from favourable 
critics, are the mode in which the President is appointed, the 
relation of the Executive Government to the Houses of Con- 
gress, the disastrous development of party organisation, and 
the waste or corruption which are the consequence of the 
predominance of party managers or wirepullers. 

The Federal Council, on the other hand, forms as good an 
Executive as is possessed by any country in the world. It 
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would appear to a foreign observer (though on such a matter 
foreign critics are singularly liable to delusion) to combine in 
a rare degree the advantages of a parliamentary and of a non- 
parliamentary Government. It acts in uniform harmony with 
the elected representatives of the people, but though appointed 
by the legislature, it enjoys a permanent tenure of office un- 
known to parliamentary Cabinets or to elected Presidents. 
Though parties, again, exist, and party spirit occasionally runs 
high in Switzerland, party government is not found there to be 
a necessity. The evils, at any rate, attributed to government 
by party are either greatly diminished or entirely averted. 
The Caucus and the Machine ’’ are all but unknown. The 
country is freed from the unwholesome excitement of a presi- 
dential election, or even of a general election, which, as in 
England, determines which party shall have possession of the 
government. There is no notion of spoils, and no one appar- 
ently even hints at corruption. 


SECTION V 

Duty of Soldiers called upon to disperse an Unlawful 

Assembly ^ 

On September 7th, 1893, Captain Barker and a small 
number of soldiers were placed in the Ackton Colliery, in order 
to defend it from the attack of a mob. A body of rioters 
armed with sticks and cudgels entered the colliery yard, and 
with threats demanded the withdrawal of the soldiers. The 
mob gradually increased, and broke the windows of the build- 
ing in which the troops were stationed and threw stones at 
them. Attempts were made to burn the building, and timber 
was actually set on fire. The soldiers retreated, but were at 
last surrounded by a mob of 2000 persons. The crowd was 
called upon to disperse, and the Kiot Act read. More stones 
were hurled at the troops, and it was necessary to protect the 
colliery. At last, before an hour from the reading of the Eiot 

^ Reproduced as in eighth edition. 
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Act, and on the crowd refusing to disperse, Captain Barker 
gave orders to fire. The mob dispersed, but one or two by- 
standers were killed who were not taking an active part in the 
riot. Commissioners, including Lord Justice Bowen, after- 
wards Lord Bowen, were appointed to report on the conduct 
of the troops. The following passage from the report is an 
almost judicial statement of the law as to the duty of soldiers 
when called upon to disperse a mob : — 

We pass next to the consideration of the all-important question 
whether the conduct of the troops in firing on the crowd was 
justifiable ; and it becomes essential, for the sake of clearness, to 
state succinctly what the law is which bears upon the sub j ect. By 
the law of this country every one is bound to aid in the suppression 
of riotous assemblages. The degree of force, however, which may 
lawfully be used in their suppression depends on the nature of 
each riot, for the force used must always be moderated and 
proportioned to the circumstances of the case and to the end to 
be attained. 

The taking of life can only be justified by the necessity for 
protecting persons or property against various forms of violent 
crime, or by the necessity of dispersing a riotous crowd which is 
dangerous unless dispersed, or in the case of persons whose 
conduct has become felonious through disobedience to the pro- 
visions of the Kiot Act, and who resist the attempt to disperse or 
apprehend them. The riotous crowd at the Ackton Hall Colliery 
was one whose danger consisted in its ‘manifest design violently to 
set fire and do serious damage to the colliery property, and in 
pursuit of that object to assault those upon the colliery premises. 
It was a crowd accordingly which threatened serious outrage, 
amounting to felony, to property and persons, and it became the 
duty of all peaceable subjects to assist in preventing this. The 
necessary prevention of such outrage on person and property 
justifies the guardians of the peace in the employment against a 
riotous crowd of even deadly weapons. 

Officers and soldiers are under no special privileges and subject 
to no special responsibilities as regards this principle of the law. A 
soldier for the purpose of establishing civil order is only a citizen 
armed in a particular manner. He cannot because he is a soldier 
excuse himself if without necessity he takes human life. The 
duty of magistrates and peace officers to summon or to abstain 
from summoning the assistance of the military depends in like 
manner on the necessities of the case. A soldier can only act by 
using his arms. The weapons he carries are deadly. They 
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cannot be employed at all without danger to life and limb, and 
in these days of improved rifles and perfected ammunition, 
without some risk of injuring distant and possibly innocent 
bystanders. To call for assistance against rioters from those who 
can only interpose under such grave conditions ought, of course, 
to be the last expedient of the civil authorities. But when the 
call for help is made, and a necessity for assistance from the 
military has arisen, to refuse such assistance is in law a mis- 
demeanour. 

The whole action of the military when once called in ought, 
from first to last, to be based on the principle of doing, and doing 
without fear, that which is absolutely necessary to prevent serious 
crime, and of exercising all care and skill with regard to what 
is done. No set of rules exists which governs every instance 
or defines beforehand every contingency that may arise. One 
salutary practice is that a magistrate should accompany the 
troops. The presence of a magistrate on such occasions, although 
not a legal obligation, is a matter of the highest importance. The 
military come, it may be, from a distance. They know nothing, 
probably, of the locality, or of the special circumstances. They 
find themselves introduced suddenly on a field of action, and they 
need the counsel of the local justice, who is presumably familiar 
with the details of the case. But, although the magistrate’s 
presence is of the highest value and moment, his absence does not 
alter the duty of the soldier, nor ought it to paralyse his conduct, 
but only to render him doubly careful as to the proper steps to 
be taken. No officer is justified by English law in standing by 
and allowing felonious outrage to be committed merely because 
of a magistrate’s absence. 

The question whether, on any occasion, the moment has come 
for firing upon a mob of rioters, depends, as we have said, on the 
necessities of the case. Such firing, to be lawful, must, in the 
case of a riot like the present, be necessary to stop or prevent 
such serious and violent crime as we have alluded to ; and it 
must be conducted without recklessness or negligence. When the 
need is clear, the soldier’s duty is to fire with all reasonable 
caution, so as to produce no further injury than what is absolutely 
wanted for the purpose of protecting person and property. An 
order from the magistrate who is present is required by military 
regulations, and wisdom and discretion are entirely in favour of 
the observance of such a practice. But the order of the magistrate 
has at law no legal effect. Its presence does not justify the firing 
if the magistrate is wrong. Its absence does not excuse the 
officer for declining to fire when the necessity exists. 

With the above doctrines of English law the Eiot Act does not 



SOLDIERS DISPERSE UNLAWFUL ASSEMBLY 623 


interfere. Its effect is only to make the failure of a crowd to dis- 
perse for a whole hour after the proclamation has been read a 
felony ; and on this ground to afford a statutory justification for 
dispersing a felonious assemblage, even at the risk of taking life. 
In the case of the Ackton Hall Colliery, an hour hadmot elapsed 
after what is popularly called the reading of the Eiot Act, before 
the military fired. No justification for their firing can therefore 
be rested on the provisions of the Eiot Act itself, the further con- 
sideration of which may indeed be here dismissed from the case. 
But the fact that an hour had not expired since its reading’ did 
not incapacitate the troops from acting when outrage had to be 
prevented. All their common law duty as citizens and soldiers 
remained in full force. The justification of Captain Barker and 
his men must stand or fall entirely by the common law. Was 
what they did necessary, and no more than was necessary, to put 
a stop to or prevent felonious crime ? In doing it, did they 
exercise all ordinary skill and caution, so as to do no more harm 
than could be reasonably avoided ? 

If these two conditions are made out, the fact that innocent 
people have suffered does not involve the troops in legal responsi- 
bility. A guilty ringleader who under such conditions is shot 
dead, dies by justifiable homicide. An innocent person killed 
under such conditions, where no negligence has occurred, dies by 
an accidental death. The legal reason is not that the innocent 
person has to thank himself for what has happened, for it is con- 
ceivable (though not often likely) that he may have been uncon- 
scious of any danger and innocent of all imprudence. The 
reason is that the soldier who fired has done nothing except what 
was his strict legal duty. 

In measuring with the aid of subsequent evidence the exact 
necessities of the case as they existed at the time at Ackton Hall 
Colliery, we have formed a clear view that the troops were in a 
position of great embarrassment. The withdrawal of half their 
original force to Nostell Colliery had reduced them to so small a 
number as to render it diflScult for 'them to defend the colliery 
premises effectively at night-time. The crowd for some hours 
had been familiarised with their presence, and had grown defiant. 
All efforts at conciliation had failed. Darkness had meanwhile 
supervened, and it was difficult for Captain Barker to estimate 
the exact number of his assailants, or to what extent he was being 
surrounded and outflanked. Six or seven appeals had been made 
by the magistrate to the crowd. The Eiot Act had been read 
without result. A charge had been made without avail. Much 
valuable colliery property was already blazing, and the troops 
were with difficulty keeping at bay a mob armed with sticks and 
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bludgeons, which was refusing to disperse, pressing where it could 
into the colliery premises, stoning the fire-engine on its arrival, 
and keeping up volleys of missiles. To prevent the colliery from 
being overrun and themselves surrounded, it was essential for 
them to remain as close as possible to the Green Lane entrance. 
Otherwise, the rioters would, under cover of the darkness, have 
been able to enter in force. To withdraw from their position was, 
as we have already intimated, to abandon the colliery olBhces in 
the rear to arson and violence. To hold the position was not 
possible, except at the risk of the men being seriously hurt and 
their force crippled. Assaulted by missiles on all sides, we think 
that, in the events which had happened. Captain Barker and his 
troops had no alternative left but to fire, and it seems to us that 
Mr. Hartley was bound to require them to do so. 

It cannot be expected that this view should be adopted by 
many of the crowd in Green Lane who were taking no active part 
in the riotous proceedings. Such persons had not, at the time, 
the means of judging of the danger in which the troops and the 
colliery stood. But no sympathy felt by us for the injured by- 
standers, no sense which we entertain of regret that, owing to 
the smallness of the military force at Featherstone and the pro- 
longed absence of a magistrate, matters had drifted to such a pass, 
can blind us to the fact that, as things stood at the supreme 
moment when the soldiers fired, their action was necessary. We 
feel it right to express our sense of the steadiness and discipline 
of the soldiers in the circumstances. We can find no ground for 
any suggestion that the firing, if it was in fact necessary, was 
conducted with other than reasonable skill and care. The dark- 
ness rendered it impossible to take more precaution than had 
been already employed to discriminate between the lawless and 
the peaceable, and it is to be observed that even the first shots 
fired produced little or no effect upon the crowd in inducing them 
to withdraw. If our conclusions on these points be, as we believe 
them to be, correct, it follows that the action of the troops was 
justified in law.^ 

^ Report of the Committee appointed to inquire into the circumstances 
connected with the disturbances at Featherstone on the 7th of September, 
1893 [C.— 7234]. 
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SECTION VI 
Statutes 

PUBLIC AUTHORITIES PROTECTION ACT, 1893 

[66 & 67 Viet. Ch. 61.] 

An Act to generalise and amend certain statutory pro- 
visions for the protection of persons acting in the execution 
of statutory and other public duties. 


[6th December 1893.] 

Be it enacted by the Queen’s most Excellent Majesty, by 
and with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and 
Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament assembled, 
and by the authority of the same, as follows : 

1. Where after the commencement of this Act any action, 
prosecution, or other proceeding is commenced in the United 
Kingdom against any person for any act done in pursuance, 
or execution, or intended execution of any Act of Parliament, 
or of any public duty or authority, or in respect of any alleged 
neglect or default in the execution of any such Act, duty, or 
authority, the following provisions shall have effect : 

(a) The action, prosecution, or proceeding shall not lie or 
be instituted unless it is commenced within six months 
next after the act, neglect, or default complained of, or 
in case of a continuance of injury or damage, within 
six months next after the ceasing thereof : ^ 

^ Consequent upon the recommendation of the Law Revision Committee 
(Fifth Interim Report, 1936) a Limitations BiU has been drafted which 
provides {int&r alia) for the repeal of para, (a), except as regards criminal 
proceedings, and substitutes one year for six months. The clause is as 
follows : 

Clause 21 (1) No action shall be brought against any person for an act 
done in pursuance or execution, or intended execution of any Act of 
Parliament, or of any public duty or authority, or in respect of any neglect 
or default in the execution of any such Act, duty or authority, unless it is 
commenced before the expiration of one year from the date on which the 
cause of action accrued : 

Provided that, where the act, neglect or default is a continuing one, no 
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(b) Wherever in any such action a judgment is obtained 
by the defendant, it shall carry costs to be taxed as 
between solicitor and client : 

(c) Where the proceeding is an action for damages, tender 
of amends before the action was commenced may, in 
lieu of or in addition to any other plea, be pleaded. If 
the action was commenced after the tender, or is 
proceeded with after payment into court of any money 
in satisfaction of the plaintiff’s claim, and the plaintiff 
does not recover more than the sum tendered or paid, 
he shall not recover any costs incurred after the tender 
or payment, and the defendant shall be entitled to 
costs, to be taxed as between solicitor and client, as 
from the time of the tender or payment; but this 
provision shall not affect costs on any injunction in 
the action : 

(d) If, in the opinion of the court, the plaintiff has not 
given the defendant a sufficient opportunity of tender- 
ing amends before the commencement of the proceeding 
the court may award to the defendant costs to be 
taxed as between solicitor and client. 

This section shall not affect any proceedings by any Depart- 
ment of the Government against any local authority or officer 
of a local authority. 

2. There shall be repealed as to the United Kingdom so 
much of any public general Act as enacts that in any proceed- 
ing to which this Act applies — 

(а) the proceeding is to be commenced in any particular 
place ; or 

(б) the proceeding is to be commenced within any particular 
time; or 

(c) notice of action is to be given ; or 


cause of action in respect thereof shall be deemed to have accrued, for the 
purposes of this subsection, until the act, neglect or default has ceased. 

Part II of the Bill provides {inter alia) for the extension of the limitation 
period in the case of disability to one year from death or the ceasing of the 
disability, whichever first occurs, and for the postponement of the period 
in cases of concealed fraud until discovery of the fraud or until it would 
have been discovered with reasonable diligence. 
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{d) the defendant is to be entitled to any particular kind 
or amount of costs, or the plaintifE is to be deprived of 
costs in any specified event ; or 

(e) the defendant may plead the general issue ; 

and in particular there shall be so repealed the enactments 
specified in the schedule to this Act to the extent in that 
schedule mentioned. 

This repeal shall not affect any proceeding pending at the 
commencement of this Act. 

3. This Act shall not apply to any action, prosecution, or 
other proceeding for any act done in pursuance or execution, 
or intended execution, of any Act of Parliament, or in respect 
of any alleged neglect or default in the execution of any Act 
of Parliament, or on account of any act done in any case 
instituted under an Act of Parliament when that Act of 
Parliament applies to Scotland only, and contains a limitation 
of the time and other conditions for the action, prosecution, 
or proceeding. 

4. This Act shall come into operation on the first day of 
January one thousand eight hundred and ninety-four. 

5. This Act may be cited as the Public Authorities Pro- 
tection Act, 1893. 

Schedule. — Enactments repealed (The Schedule covers 10| 
pages). 


PARLIAMENT ACT, 1911 
[1 & 2 Geo. 5. Ch. 13.] 

An Act to make provision with respect to the powers of 
the House of Lords in relation to those of the House of 
Commons, and to limit the duration of Parliament. 

[18th August 1911.] 

Whereas it is expedient that provision should be made for 
regulating the relations between the two Houses of Parliament : 

And whereas it is intended to substitute for the House of 
Lords as it at present exists a Second Chamber constituted on 
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a popular instead of hereditary basis, but such substitution 
cannot be immediately brought into operation : 

And whereas provision will require hereafter to be made by 
Parliament in a measure effecting such substitution for limit- 
ing and defining the powers of the new Second Chamber, 
but it is expedient to make such provision as in this Act 
appears for restricting the existing powers of the House of 
Lords : 

Be it therefore enacted by the King’s most Excellent 
Majesty, by and with the advice and consent of the Lords 
Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, in this present 
Parliament assembled, and by the authority of the same, as 
follows : — 

1. (1) If a Money Bill, having been passed by the House 
of Commons, and sent up to the House of Lords at least one 
month before the end of the session, is not passed by the 
House of Lords without amendment within one month after 
it is so sent up to that House, the Bill shall, unless the House 
of Commons direct to the contrary, be presented to His 
Majesty and become an Act of Parliament on the Royal 
Assent being signified, notwithstanding that the House of 
Lords have not consented to the Bill. 

(2) A Money Bill means a Public Bill which in the opinion 
of the Speaker of the House of Commons contains only pro- 
visions dealing with all or any of the following subjects, 
nam,ely, the imposition, repeal, remission, alteration, or 
regulation of taxation ; the imposition for the payment of 
debt or other financial purposes of charges on the Consolidated 
Fund, or on money provided by Parliament, or the variation 
or repeal of any such charges ; supply ; the appropriation, 
receipt, custody, issue or audit of accounts of public money ; 
the raising or guarantee of any loan or the repayment thereof ; 
or subordinate matters incidental to those subjects or any of 
them. In this subsection the expressions “taxation,” “public 
money,” and “ loan ” respectively do not include any taxation 
money, or loan raised by local authorities or bodies for local 
purposes. 

(3) There shall be endorsed on every Money Bill when it 
is sent up to the House of Lords and when it is presented to 
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His Majesty for assent the certificate of the Speaker of the 
House of Commons signed by him that it is a Money Bill. 
Before giving his certificate, the Speaker shall consult, if 
practicable, two members to be appointed from the Chairmen’s 
Panel at the beginning of each Session by the Committee of 
Selection. 

2. (1) If any Public Bill (other than a Money Bill or a 
Bill containing any provision to extend the maximum dura- 
tion of Parliament beyond five years) is passed by the House 
of Commons in three successive sessions (whether of the same 
Parliament or not), and, having been sent up to the House of 
Lords at least one month before the end of the session, is 
rejected by the House of Lords in each of those sessions, that 
Bill shall, on its rejection for the third time by the House of 
Lords, unless the House of Commons direct to the contrary, 
be presented to His Majesty and become an Act of Parliament 
on the Eoyal Assent being signified thereto, notwithstanding 
that the House of Lords have not consented to the Bill: 
Provided that this provision shall not take effect' unless two 
years have elapsed between the date of the second reading in 
the first of those sessions of the Bill in the House of Commons 
and the date on which it passes the House of Commons in 
the third of those sessions. 

(2) When a Bill is presented to His Majesty for assent in 
pursuance of the provisions of this section, there shall be 
endorsed on the Bill the certificate of the Speaker of the House 
of Commons signed by him that the provisions of this section 
have been duly complied with. 

(3) A Bill shall be deemed to be rejected by the House of 
Lords if it is not passed by the House of Lords either without 
amendment or with such amendments only as may be agreed 
to by both Houses. 

(4) A Bill shall be deemed to be the same Bill as a former 
Bill sent up to the House of Lords in the preceding session if, 
when it is sent up to the House of Lords, it is identical with 
the former Bill or contains only such alterations as are certified 
by the Speaker of the House of Commons to be necessary 
owing to the time which has elapsed since the date of the 
former Bill, or to represent any amendments which have been 
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made by the House of Lords in the former Bill in the preceding 
session, and any amendments which are certified by the 
Speaker to have been made by the House of Lords in the 
third session and agreed to by the House of Commons shall 
be inserted in the Bill as presented for Eoyal Assent in 
pursuance of this section : 

Provided that the House of Commons may, if they think 
fit, on the passage of such a Bill through the House in the 
second or third session, suggest any further amendments 
without inserting the amendments in the Bill, and any such 
suggested amendments shall be considered by the House of 
Lords, and, if agreed to by that House, shall be treated as 
amendments made by the House of Lords, and agreed to by 
the House of Commons ; but the exercise of this power by 
the House of Commons shall not affect the operation of this 
section in the event of the Bill being rejected by the House 
of Lords. 

3. Any certificate of the Speaker of the House of Commons 
given under this Act shall be conclusive for all purposes, and 
shall not be questioned in any court of law. 

4. (1) In every Bill presented to His Majesty under the 
preceding provisions of this Act, the words of enactment shall 
be as follows, that is to say : — 

“ Be it enacted by the King’s most Excellent Majesty, 
by and with the advice and consent of the Commons in 
this present Parliament assembled, in accordance with the 
provisions of the Parliament Act, 1911, and by authority 
of the same, as follows.” 

(2) Any alteration of a Bill necessary to give effect to this 
section shall not be deemed to be an amendment of the 
Bill. 

5. In this Act the expression Public Bill ” does not 
include any Bill for confirming a Provisional Order. 

6. Nothing in this Act shall diminish or qualify the existing 
rights and privileges of the House of Commons, 

7. Five years shall be substituted for seven years as the 
time fixed for the maximum duration of Parliament under the 
Septennial Act, 1715. 

8. This Act may be cited as the Parliament Act, 1911. 
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STATUTE OF WESTMINSTER, 1931 
[22 Geo. 5. Ch. 4.] 

An Act to give effect to certain resolutions passed by 
Imperial Conferences held in the years 1926 and 1930. 

[11th December 1931.] 

Whereas the delegates of His Majesty’s Governments in 
the United Kingdom, the Dominion of Canada, the Common- 
wealth of Australia, the Dominion of New Zealand, the Union 
of South Africa, the Irish Free State and Newfoundland, at 
Imperial Conferences holden at Westminster in the years of 
our Lord nineteen hundred and twenty-six and nineteen 
hundred and thirty did concur in making the declarations and 
resolutions set forth in the Reports of the said Conferences : 

And whereas it is meet and proper to set out by way of 
preamble to this Act that, inasmuch as the Crown is the 
symbol of the free association of the members of the British 
Commonwealth of Nations, and as they are united by a 
common allegiance to the Crown, it would be in accord with 
the established constitutional position of all the members of 
the Commonwealth in relation to one another that any altera- 
tion in the law touching the Succession to the Throne or the 
Royal Style and Titles shall hereafter require the assent as 
well of the Parliaments of all the Dominions as of the Parlia- 
ment of the United Kingdom : 

And whereas it is in accord with the established constitu- 
tional position that no law hereafter made by the Parliament 
of the United Kingdom shall extend to any of the said 
Dominions as part of the law of that Dominion otherwise than 
at the request and with the consent of that Dominion : 

And whereas it is necessary for the ratifying, confirming 
and establishing of certain of the said declarations and resolu- 
tions of the said Conferences that a law be made and enacted 
in due form by authority of the Parliament of the United 
Kingdom : 

And whereas the Dominion of Canada, the Commonwealth 
of Australia, the Dominion of New Zealand, the Union of South 
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Africa, the Irish Free State and Newfoundland have severally 
requested and consented to the submission of a measure to 
the Parliament of the United Kingdom for making such 
provision with regard to the matters aforesaid as is hereafter 
in this Act contained : 

Now, therefore, be it enacted by the King’s most Excellent 
Majesty by and with the advice and consent of the Lords 
Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parlia- 
ment assembled, and by the authority of the same, as 
follows : — 

1. In this Act the expression ‘‘ Dominion ” means any 
of the following Dominions, that is to say, the Dominion of 
Canada, the Commonwealth of Australia, the Dominion of 
New Zealand, the Union of South Africa, the Irish Free State 
and Newfoundland.^ 

2. (1) The Colonial Laws Validity Act, 1865, shall not 
apply to any law made after the commencement of this Act 
by the Parliament of a Dominion. 

(2) No law and no provision of any law made after the 
commencement of this Act by the Parliament of a Dominion 
shall be void or inoperative on the ground that it is repugnant 
to the law of England, or to the provisions of any existing 
or future Act of Parliament of the United Kingdom, or to 
any order, rule or regulation made under any such Act, and 
the powers of the Parliament of a Dominion shall include 
the power to repeal or amend any such Act, order, rule or 
regulation in so far as the same is part of the law of the 
Dominion. 

3. It is hereby declared and enacted that the Parliament 
of a Dominion has full power to make laws having extra- 
territorial operation. 

4. No Act of Parliament of the United Kingdom passed 
after the commencement of this Act shall extend, or be 
deemed to extend, to a Dominion as part of the law of that 
Dominion, unless it is expressly declared in that Act that 

1 In 1933 the form of self-government in Newfoundland was, with the 
assent of the Legislature, suspended by the Parliament of the United 
Kingdom: Newfoundland Act, 1933. Por the present form of the consti- 
tution, which excludes the operation of the Statutes of Westminster, see 
Wade and Phillips, Constitutional law (2nd ed., 1935), p. 441, 
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that Dominion has requested, and consented to, the enactment 
thereof. 

5. Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing 
provisions of this Act, sections seven hundred and thirty-five 
and seven hundred and thirty-six of the Merchant Shipping 
Act, 1894, shall be construed as though reference therein 
to the Legislature of a British possession did not include 
reference to the Parliament of a Dominion. 

6. Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing 
provisions of this Act, section four of the Colonial CourtSj 
of Admiralty Act, 1890 (which requires certain laws to be 
reserved for the signification of His Majesty’s pleasure or 
to contain a suspending clause), and so much of section 
seven of that Act as requires the approval of His Majesty 
in Council to any rules of Court for regulating the practice 
and procedure of a Colonial Court of Admiralty, shall cease 
to have effect in any Do mini on as from the commencement 
of this Act. 

7. (1) Nothing in this Act shall be deemed to apply to 
the repeal, amendment or alteration of the British North 
America Acts, 1867 to 1930, or any order, rule or regulation 
made thereunder. 

(2) The provisions of section two of this Act shall extend 
to laws made by any of the Provinces of Canada and to the 
powers of the legislatures of such Provinces. 

(3) The powers conferred by this Act upon the Parliament 
of Canada or upon the legislatures of the Provinces shall be 
restricted to the enactment of laws in relation to matters 
within the competence of the Parliament of Canada or of any 
of the legislatures of the Provinces respectively. 

8. Nothing in this Act shall be deemed to confer any 
power to repeal or alter the Constitution or the Constitution 
Act of the Commonwealth of Australia or the Constitution 
Act of the Dominion of New Zealand otherwise than in 
accordance with the law existing before the commencement 
of this Act. 

9. (1) Nothing in this Act shall be deemed to authorise 
the Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia to make 
laws on any matter within the authority of the States of 
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Australia, not being a matter within the authority of the 
Parliament or Government of the Commonwealth of Australia. 

(2) Nothing in this Act shall be deemed to require the 
concurrence of the Parliament or Government of the Common- 
wealth of Australia in any law made by the Parliament of 
the United Kingdom with respect to any matter within the 
authority of the States of Australia, not being a matter 
within the authority of the Parliament or Government of 
the Commonwealth of Australia, in any case where it would 
have been in accordance with the constitutional practice 
existing before the commencement of this Act that the 
Parliament of the United Kingdom should make that law 
without such concurrence. 

(3) In the application of this Act to the Commonwealth 
of Australia the request and consent referred to in section four 
shall mean the request and consent of the Parliament and 
Government of the Commonwealth. 

10. (1) None of the following sections of this Act, that 
is to say, sections two, three, four, five and six, shall extend 
to a Dominion to which this section applies as part of the 
law of that Dominion unless that section is adopted by the 
Parliament of the Dominion, and any Act of that Parliament 
adopting any section of this Act may provide that the 
adoption shall have effect either from the commencement of 
this Act or from such later date as is specified in the adopting 
Act. 

(2) The Parliament of any such Dominion as aforesaid 
may at any time revoke the adoption of any section referred 
to in subsection (1) of this section. 

(3) The Dominions to which this section applies are the 
Commonwealth of Australia, the Dominion of New Zealand 
and Newfoundland. 

11. Notwithstanding anything in the Interpretation Act, 
1889, the expression “ Colony ” shall not, in any Act of the 
Parliament of the United Kingdom passed after the com- 
mencement of this Act, include a Dominion or any Province 
or State forming part of a Dominion. 

12. This Act may be cited as the Statute of Westminster, 
1931. 
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PUBLIC OEDER ACT, 1936 

[1 Edw. 8 & 1 Geo. 6. Ch. 6.] 

An Act to proliibit tbe wearing of uniforms in connection 
with political objects and the maintenance by private persons 
of associations of military or similar character ; and to make 
further provision for the preservation of public order on the 
occasion of public processions and meetings and in public 
places. [ISth December 1936.] 

Be it enacted by the King’s most Excellent Majesty, by 
and with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual 
and Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament 
assembled, and by the authority of the same, as follows : — 

1. — (1) Subject as hereinafter provided, any person who 
in any public place or at any public meeting wears uniform 
signifying his association with any pohtical organisation or 
with the promotion of any political object shall be guilty of 
an offence : 

Provided that, if the chief officer of police is satisfied that 
the wearing of any such uniform as aforesaid on any cere- 
monial, anniversary, or other special occasion will not be 
likely to involve risk of public disorder, he may, with the 
consent of a Secretary of State, by order permit the wearing 
of such uniform on that occasion either absolutely or subject 
to such conditions as may be specified in the order. 

(2) Where any person is charged before any court with an 
offence under this section, no further proceedings in respect 
thereof shall be taken against him without the consent of the 
Attorney-General except such as the court may think necessary 
by remand (whether in custody or on bail) or otherwise to 
secure the due appearance of the person charged, so, however, 
that if that person is remanded in custody he shall, after the 
expiration of a period of eight days from the date on which 
he was so remanded, be entitled to be discharged from custody 
on entering into a recognisance without sureties unless within 
that period the Attorney-General has consented to such 
further proceedings as aforesaid. 
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2. — (1) If tte members or adherents of any association of 
persons, whether incorporated or not, are — 

(а) organised or trained or equipped for the purpose of 
enabling them to be employed in usurping the functions 
of the police or of the armed forces of the Crown ; or 

(б) organised and trained or organised and equipped either 
for the purpose of enabling them to be employed for 
the use or display of physical force in promoting any 
political object, or in such manner as to arouse reason- 
able apprehension that they are organised and either 
trained or equipped for that purpose ; 

then any person who takes part in the control or management 
of the association, or in so organising or training as aforesaid 
any members or adherents thereof, shall be guilty of an offence 
under this section : 

Provided that in any proceedings against a person charged 
with the offence of taking part in the control or management 
of such an association as aforesaid it shall be a defence to that 
charge to prove that he neither consented to nor connived 
at the organisation, training, or equipment of members or 
adherents of the association in contravention of the provisions 
of this section. 

(2) No prosecution shall be instituted under this section 
without the consent of the Attorney-General. 

(3) If upon application being made by the Attorney- 
General it appears to the High Court that any association is 
an association of which members or adherents are organised, 
trained, or equipped in contravention of the provisions of 
this section, the Court may make such order as appears 
necessary to prevent any disposition without the leave of 
the Court of property held by or for the association and in 
accordance with rules of court may direct an inquiry and 
report to be made as to any such property as aforesaid and 
as to the affairs of the association and make such further 
orders as appear to the Court to be just and equitable for 
the application of such property in or towards the discharge 
of the liabilities of the association lawfully incurred before 
the date of the application or since that date with the approval 
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of the Court, in or towards the repayment of moneys to 
persons who became subscribers or contributors to the associa^ 
tion in good faith and without knowledge of any such contra- 
vention as aforesaid, and in or towards any costs incurred 
in connection with any such inquiry and report as aforesaid 
or in winding-up or dissolving the association, and may order 
that any property which is not directed by the Court to be so 
applied as aforesaid shall be forfeited to the Crown. 

(4) In any criminal or civil proceedings under this section 
proof of things done or of words written, spoken or published 
(whether or not in the presence of any party to the proceed- 
ings) by any person taking part in the control or management 
of an association or in organising, training or equipping 
members or adherents of an association shall be admissible 
as evidence of the purposes for which, or the manner in 
which, members or adherents of the association (whether 
those persons or others) were organised, or trained, or equipped. 

(5) If a judge of the High Court is satisfied by information 
on oath that there is reasonable ground for suspecting that 
an offence under this section has been committed, and that 
evidence of the commission thereof is to be found at any 
premises or place specified in the information, he may, on 
an application made by an olficer of police of a rank not 
lower than that of inspector, grant a search warrant authoris- 
ing any such officer as aforesaid named in the warrant together 
with any other persons named in the warrant and any other 
officers of police to enter the premises or place at any time 
within one month from the date of the warrant, if necessary 
by force, and to search the premises or place and every 
person found therein, and to seize anything found on the 
premises or place or on any such person which the officer has 
reasonable ground for suspecting to be evidence of the 
commission of such an offence as aforesaid : 

Provided that no woman shall, in pursuance of a warrant 
issued under this subsection, be searched except by a woman. 

(6) Nothing in this section shall be construed as prohibit- 
ing the employment of a reasonable number of persons as 
stewards to assist in the preservation of order at any public 
meeting held upon private premises, or the making of arrange- 
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ments for that purpose or the instruction of the persons to 
be so employed in their lawful duties as such stewards, or 
their being furnished with badges or other diatingniaT^irfg 
signs. 

3. — (1) If the chief officer of police, having regard to the 
time or place at which and the circumstances in which any 
public procession is taking place or is intended to take place 
and to the route taken or proposed to be taken by the pro- 
cession, has reasonable ground for apprehending that the 
procession may occasion serious public disorder, he may give 
directions imposing upon the persons organising or 
part in the procession such conditions as appear to him 
necessary for the preservation of public order, 
conditions prescribing the route to be taken by the procession 
and conditions prohibiting the procession from entering any 
public place specified in the directions : 

Provided that no conditions restricting the display of 
flags, banners, or emblems shall be imposed under this sub- 
section, except such as are reasonably necessary to prevent 
risk of a breach of the peace. 

(2) If at any time the chief officer of police is of opinion 
that by reason of particular circumstances existing in any 
borough or urban district or in any part thereof the powers 
conferred on him by the last foregoing subsection will not 
be sufficient to enable him to prevent serious public disorder 
being occasioned by the holding of public processions in that 
borough, district or part, he shall apply to the council of the 
borough or district for an order prohibiting for such period 
not exceeding three months as may be specified in the applica- 
tion the holding of all public processions or of any class of 
public procession so specified either in the borough or urban 
district or in that part thereof, as the case may be, and upon 
receipt of the application the council may, with the consent 
of a Secretary of State, make an order either in terms of the 
application or with such modifications as may be approved 
by the Secretary of State. 

This subsection shall not apply within the City of London 
as defined for the purposes of the Acts relating to the City 
police or within the Metropolitan police district. 
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(3) If at any time tlie Commissioner of the City of London 
police or the Commissioner of police of the Metropolis is of 
opinion that, by reason of particular circumstances existing 
in his police area or in any part thereof, the powers conferred 
on him by subsection (1) of this section will not be suflS.oient 
to enable him to prevent serious public disorder being 
occasioned by the holding of public processions in that area 
or part, he may, with the consent of the Secretary of State, 
make an order prohibiting for such period not exceeding 
three months as may be specified in the order the holding of 
all public processions or of any class of public procession so 
specified either in the police area or in that part thereof, as 
the case may be. 

(4) Any person who knowingly fails to comply with any 
directions given or conditions imposed under this section, or 
organises or assists in organising any public procession held 
or intended to be held in contravention of an order made 
under this section or incites any person to take part in such 
a procession, shall be guilty of an offence. 

4. — (1) Any person who, while present at any public 
meeting or on the occasion of any public procession, has with 
him any offensive weapon, otherwise than in pursuance of 
lawful authority, shall be guilty of an offence. 

(2) For the purposes of this section, a person shall not 
be deemed to be acting in pursuance of lawful authority 
unless he is acting in his capacity as a servant of the Crown 
or of either House of Parliament or of any local authority or 
as a constable or as a member of a recognised corps or as a 
member of a fire brigade. 

6. Any person who in any public place or at any public 
meeting uses threatening, abusive or insulting words or 
behaviour with intent to provoke a breach of the peace or 
whereby a breach of the peace is likely to be occasioned, shall 
be guilty of an offence. 

6. Section one of the Public Meeting Act, 1908, (which 
provides that any person who at a lawful public meeting acts 
in a disorderly manner for the purpose of preventing the 
transaction of the business for which the meeting was called 
together, or incites others so to act, shall be guilty of an 
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offence) shall have effect as if the following subsection were 
added thereto — 

(3) If any constable reasonably suspects any person 
of committing an offence under the foregoing provisions 
of this section, he may if requested so to do by the 
chairman of the meeting require that person to declare 
to him immediately his name and address and, if that 
person refuses or fails so to declare his name and address 
or gives a false name and address he shall be guilty of 
an offence. under this subsection and liable on summary 
conviction thereof to a fine not exceeding forty shillings, 
and if he refuses or fails so to declare his name and 
address or if the constable reasonably suspects him of 
giving a false name and address, the constable may 
without warrant arrest him.” 

7. — (1) Any person who commits an offence under section 
two of this Act shall be liable on summary conviction to 
imprisonment for a term not exceeding six months or to a 
fine not exceeding one hundred pounds, or to both such 
imprisonment and fine, or, on conviction on indictment, to 
imprisonment for a term not exceeding two years or to a fine 
not exceeding five hundred pounds, or to both such imprison- 
ment and fine. 

(2) Any person guilty of any other offence under this Act 
shall be liable on summary conviction to imprisonment for a 
term not exceeding three months or to a fine not exceeding 
fifty pounds, or to both such imprisonment and fine. 

(3) A constable may without warrant arrest any person 
reasonably suspected by him to be committing an offence 
under section one, four or five of this Act. 

8. This Act shall apply to Scotland subject to the following 
modifications : — 

(1) Subsection (2) of section one and subsection (2) of 
section two of this Act shall not apply. 

(2) In subsection (3) of section two the Lord Advocate 
shall be substituted for the Attorney-General and the 
Court of Session ^hall be substituted for the High 
Court. 
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(3) Subsection (6) of section two shall have effect as if. for 
any reference to a judge of the High Court there were 
substituted a reference to the sheriff and any applica- 
tion for a search warrant under the said subsection 
shall be made by the procurator fiscal instead of such 
ofiScer as is therein mentioned. 

(4) The power conferred on the sheriff by subsection (5) 
of section two, as modified by the last foregoing 
paragraph, shall not be exercisable by an honorary 
sheriff-substitute. 

(5) Subsection (1) of section three of this Act shall in its 
application to a burgh have effect with the substitution 
of references to the magistrates of the burgh for refer- 
ences to the chief ofS.cer of police, and any reference 
to the powers conferred by the said subsection shall be 
construed accordingly. 

(6) In subsection (2) of section three and in subsection (3) 
of section nine of this Act for references to a borough 
or urban district and to the council thereof there shall 
be substituted respectively references to a burgh and 
to the magistrates thereof. 

9. — (1) In this Act the following expressions have the 
meanings hereby respectively assigned to them, that is to 


Chief officer of police has the same meaning as in the 
Police Pensions Act, 1921 ; 

Meeting ” means a meeting held for the purpose of the 
discussion of matters of public interest or for the 
purpose of the expression of views on such matters ; 

“ Private premises ’’ means premises to which the public 
have access (whether on payment or otherwise) only 
by permission of the owner, occupier, or lessee of the 
premises ; 

Public meeting ” includes any meeting in a public place 
and any meeting which the public or any section 
thereof are permitted to attend, whether on payment 
or otherwise ; 

Public place ” means any highway, public park or 
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garden, any sea beach, and any pubKo bridge, road, 
lane, footway, square, court, alley or passage, whether 
a thoroughfare or not ; and includes any open space 
to which, for the time being, the public have or are 
permitted to have access, whether on payment or 
otherwise ; 

“ Public procession ’’ means a procession in a public 
place ; 

“ Eecognised corps ” means a rifle club, miniature rifle 
club or cadet corps approved by a Secretary of State 
under the Firearms Acts, 1920 to 1936, for the 
purposes of those Acts. 

(2) The powers conferred by this Act on the Attorney- 
General may, in the event of a vacancy in the office or in 
the event of the Attorney-General being unable to act owing 
to illness or absence, be exercised by the Sohcitor-General. 

(3) Any order made under this Act by the council of any 
borough or urban district or by a chief officer of police may 
be revoked or varied by a subsequent order made in like 
manner. 

(4) The powers conferred by this Act on any chief officer 
of police may, in the event of a vacancy in the office or in 
the event of the chief officer of police being unable to act 
owing to illness or absence, be exercised by the person duly 
authorised in accordance with directions given by a Secretary 
of State to exercise those powers on behalf of the chief officer 
of police. 

10. — (1) This Act may be cited as the Public Order Act, 
1936. 

(2) This Act shall not extend to Northern Ireland. 

(3) This Act shall come into operation on the first day of 
January nineteen hundred and thirty-seven. 



ADDENDA 


P. 582. On February 14, 1939, a Bill to amend s. 6 of the 
Official Secrets Act, 1920, was introduced in the House of 
Lords by the Lord Chancellor. The special powers of 
interrogation by the police are in future only to apply in 
cases covered by s. 1 of the Official Secrets Act, 1911, 
which relates to espionage. 

P. 692. An amended and fuller version of the Law of Libel 
(Amendment) Bill, 1938, was debated on second reading 
in the House of Commons on February 3, 1939. The Bill 
was withdrawn by its sponsor, Sir Stanley Reed, upon 
receiving an undertaking from the Attorney-General that 
His Majesty’s Government would set up a Committee 
to consider the law of defamation. 
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supremacy of constitution . 

Supreme Court of U.S.A. and 
Swiss confederation . 

United States constitution . 
weakness of constitution 
Field, Mr. Justice 

Finance Act .... 

Finance Bill, 1909 
First Lord oe the Treasury . 

Firth, GromwelVs Army 
Fisher and Strahan, Law of the Press . 
Fl^ichier, Mdmoires de Fldchier sur les grands 
en 1695 ..... 

Fleiner, F., Schweizerisches Bundesstaatsrecht 
Foreign Affairs Committee 
Foreign Secretary .... 
Forsyth, Gases and Opinions in Gonstitutional Law 
Fox, History of Gontempt of Gourt . 

Fox, C. J 

France, 


165-168 
602-607 
140-143 
Iviii-lxiii, 173, 174 
. 157 

155-157 
. 138 

176-179 
Ivii, Iviii, 175-176, 179, 180 
. .138 
151-155 
146-150 
. 144 

159-164 
168-173 
ch. iii passim 
171-173 
. 570 
cxxxvii, 314 
cxxix 
. cxxii, cxlv 
297 n, 
240 n, 

jours d' Auvergne, 

212 n, 
608 n., 613 n. 

. xcviii 

. cxvii 

2J3 n.y 224 n., 284 n. 

596 n, 
436, 454 


Gode de Justice Militaire of ... . 302 n, 

Gode Pinal of . . 210 n., 345 w., 347, 359, 403, 500 

constitution of 1791 .... 133 n., 198, 199 

liberty of discussion under . . 238 

of 1800, Art. 75 . 347, 348, 355, 356, 359-364, 403 

constitutional safeguards .... 132, 133 

courts, in, authority . . . . . ,157 

Lroit administraiif, history of . . . . 334-369 

exemption of officials in . . . . . .195 

government under Second Empire . . . 351, 352 

King of, and administrative disputes .... 378 

lawlessness under monarchy .... 189-191 

monarchy of Louis Philippe .... 122-124 

Minister of Justice ..... 365, 366 

non-sovereign legislature in . . . I 122-135 

ordinary and public law, distinction recognised . . 339 

Parliament of , . . . , ^ .93 

Press law of , 252-269 

Republic of 1848 ....... 124 

^ of 1870 124-126, 134, 135 

Revolutionary Constitutions .... 133-134 
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Frankfurter, Felix . . . . . . .478 

Frankfurter and Davison, Casts on Administrative Law ^ . . 478 

Freedom of Discussion (see Discussion, Freedom of) 

Freeman, E. A., Growth of the Englisit Constitution . vi, vii, xxvii, 

12-14, 16, 17, 19, 418-422 
Freund, E. ........ . 478 


G 


Garmon, Code •pinad annoti 
Gardiner, S. R., History of England 

George III, 


347 n, 

vi, 17, 53 n., 63 n., 145 n.y 228 n., 
260 n., 267 w., 287 n., 371 372 


description of constitution . 
dissolution of Parliament by 
personal wiU of . . . 

George IV . . . . 

Glen, Public Health .... 

Gneist, R. von, Englische V erwaltungsrecht 
Goldsmith, Oliver, Citizen of the World 
Goodhart, a. L. . 

Cambridge Law Journal, vol. vi 
Goodnow ...... 

Government Departments, 

immunities of . . . 

liability to suit 


2 

434-436 
462, 463, 601 
. 455 

483 n. 

87, 183 n., 184 & n, 
193 n. 

553, 554, 555, 574, 577 
. 553 n., 570 
. 478 

. . /jxlviii 

533, 534 


Governor, 

assent of, to colonial legislation 
powers of . . . 

veto of . 

Governor-General, 

appointment of 
of India, legislation 
position of . 
prerogatives of 

Great Seal, 


documents under 
Gr^igoirb, Hisfoire de France et notions d'histoire 


giniralt 


Grenville, Lord . 
Guillotine, The 
Gwyer, Sir M. 


104-106, 116 
115 n. 
114-119 

. cv 
100-102 
cv, cvi 
cv, cvi 

, 326 

354 n. 
321, 322 
oxxvii 
. xi 


H 


Habeas Corpus .... 

effect on authority of judges 
example . 
extradition and . 

Habeas Corpus Acts 
indemnity after suspension 
Ireland, application to 
procedure 
suspension of writ 
writ of . 


213-237 
. 222 
. 214 

225-228 


197, 202, 


216-222, 394 
232-237 
. 231 
215, 216 
228-232 
213, 521 



668 


LA W OF THE CONSTITUTION 


TTa ldanEj Lord cxiv oxvii 

Hale, Sm M. . . . . . . . 18, 42 

Hallam, Henry ....... vi, 12 

Constitutional History of England . . 45, 47 

Middle Ages . . . . . . 2 ?i. 

view of English constitution . . . . 2, 3 

Halsbury, Laws of England ..... 217 n, 

Hablech, Lord ....... cxxii n» 

Harrison, Oliver Cromwell . . . . . . . 70 to. 

Hauriou, Fricis de Droit administraiif . 367 to., 387 to., 391 to., 399 to., 

405 TO., 478, 482 to., App. seo. i (4), 505-516 
Health, Ministry of (see Ministry of Health) 

Hearn, W. E vi, 18 to., 19, 20 

Government of England . 18 to., 25 to., 26 to., 61 to., 62 to., 

287 TO., 324 TO., 423 to., 432 to., 457 to. 
HiiLiB, Ze5 Constitutions de la France . 126 to., 133 to., 341 to., 343 to, 

Hewart, Lord .... xxxii, 489, 573, 574, 575, 576 

High Court op Justice, 

jurisdiction over administrative disputes 516-518 
remedy by judicial order . . 520-527 

High Treason, 


Habeas Corpus Acts . . 2 

Hills and Fellowbs, Finance of Government . 
Hoare, Sir Samuel (Home Secretary) . 
Holdsworth, Sir W. . . . . 

History of English Law . 51 to 
71 TO., 260 TO., 486, 

Holland, Sir T. E. 

Jurisprudence 

Holmes, Mr. Justice .... 

Home Affairs Committee 

Home Rule Bill ..... 

Horwill, Usages of the American Constitution . 

House of Commons, 

Burke on . 

Cabinet, and the 

control over 
electorate and 
Licensing Act in 1695, and 
Lords, House of, give way to 
loss of confidence in ministry 
Prime Minister, really designates 
public expenditme, and xxvii 
representative of people 
resolutions of, not law 
Standing Orders of . 
vote of censure by . 

House of Lords ..... 

appellate jurisdiction . 

Commons, House of, give way to 

peers, creation of 

prestige of , . . 

Hume, fSssays • . . . . 


229 TO., 230, 231, 232 
. 312 TO., 319 TO. 

550, 561, 562 
. . xxxii 

51 TO., 67 TO., 68 TO., 70 TO., 
486, 487 TO., 577 to., 578 to. 

479, 480 
. 23 TO., 61 TO. 
. 570 

. . xoviii 

. Ixxxv, cxxviii 
. 28 TO., 129 TO. 


. 261 
432, 458-461 
456-458 
. 408 

cxix, xlii, Ivii, Ixv 
. 468 
56-58 
xcvi, cxl, cxliii 
. 439 
. 174 

. lix 
432, 458-461 
cxxx, cxxxi, 432 
oxxxiv-cxxxvi 
77, 78 
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Ilbebt, Sir C., Government of India . . . . 99 

Impeachment ...... 327, 442-444 

disuse of ..... . 464, 465 

Imperial Conferences ..... Ixvi, cv, cvi, cxlii 

1926 ...... c, cii, civ, cx 

1930 ....... cviii 

Imperial Defence, Committee of {see Committee of Imperial 
Defence) 

Imperial Economic Committee . 

Imperial Institute 
Imperial Mycological Institute 
Import Duties Advisory Committee 
Import Duties Bill 
Incitement to Disaffection Bill 
Indemnity Act, Indemnity Bill 


Jamaican legislature 
Independent Statutory Authorities 
India, Councils of British, 

as non-sovereign law-making bodies 
Indian Empire .... 

Initiative, The .... 

Injunctions ..... 

Innes, Law of Creeds in Scotland . 

International Law, 

no limitation on Parliamentary sovereignty . 62 

Iowa Law Review, vol. xviii .... 477 n,, 478 n. 

Ireland, {and Eire), 


. evil 

. evii 

. . evii 

. . xliii 

. . oxliv 

civ 

xciv, cxxxviii, 49, 50, 
213, 232-237, 413, 454 
. 237 


325 n,, 544-546 


99-102 
138 ». 
616, 617 
542, 543 

, 66 ?i. 


abdication of Edward VIII 

Act of Union with .... 

doctrine of ministerial responsibility enacted 

equality of status .... 

Judicial Committee of Privy Council . 

powers of judges in Eire 

suspension of habeas corpus in 


. xlvii 
65, 66 
xlviii 
. civ 
. cxii 
. xciii 
231, 232 


Jackson, President ....... 177 

Jacquelin, 

La Juridiction administrative . . . 361 n. 

Les principes dominants du Contentieux administratif 348 n,, 

355 n., 360 n., 363 n,, 391 n. 
Jambs I ....... . Ixviii 

James II 78 

Jeffreys, Judge ....... 395 n. 

Jenks, Edward, Government of Victoria . . . . 110 w. 

Jenkyns, Sir H., British Jurisdiction Beyond the Seas . 64 n., 106 n, 

Jennings, W. I., 

Cabinet Government . xii, xliii n,, xcvii xcviii n., 
cxviii n., cxxii n., cli, 26 n,, 31 n., 433 n,, 437 n., 
469 n., 473 545 n., 546 n., 600 w., 601 n,, 602 n. 
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jBNinNGS, W. I. 


{continued ) — 

The Law and the Constitution . 


XU, XVI xxxvii 
xxxviii TO., Ixxi to., Ixxvi to., xcii to., xcv to. 
xcvii TO., c TO., cxxiii to., oxxvi to., oxxxvi to.[ 
cxli TO., 24 TO., 27 TO., 31 to., 68 to., 71 to., 81 to!! 
150 TO., 183 TO., 195 TO., 203 to., 287 to., 394 to!* 

406 TO., 423 TO., 428 to., 447 to., 450 to., 473 to * 

477, 478, 482 to., 489, 516 to., 530 to! 
JSaw; relating to Local Authorities . . . 530 

Principles of Local Government Law . . . 479 

Public Administration, vol. xiii . xii to., xxxviii to. 

xcii TO., cxxiii, clxxxiii to! 
Yale Law Journal, vol. xli . . 542 n., 543 to. 

Jennings and Young, Constitutional Laws of the British Empire 

xxxix TO., li TO., liv TO., 54 to., 94 to., 105 to. 
JiiZE, principes generaux du Droit administratif . 342 to., 358 to. 

364 TO., 366 TO., 478, 481 

Journal of the Society of Comparative Legislation (3rd ser.) vol. xix . li n 
Judges, Judiciary, 

election petitions trial of . 
independence of, how secured 
judicial legislation .... 
position of, in federal state 

Judicial Committee op Privy Council (see Privy Council) 

Judicial Order, 

remedy by , 

Jury, Trial by .... . 

Justice, Ministre de (see Ministre de Justice) 

Justices op the Peace, 

administrative powers of, in 18th century . . .486 

powers and duties in time of riot . . . 289 290 

regarding public meetings 273, 274, 282^ 283 


394, 395 
409, 410 
. 60 
176-179 


520-527 
394, 395 TO., 398 


K 

Kangaroo, The 

Kbir, B. L. (see Keir and Lawson, Cases in Constitutional Law) 

Keir and Lawson, Cases in Constitutional Law xii, xxxix, Ixxix to., 

^ 62 to:, 284 to., 480, 528 to! 

!K.eith, a. Berriedale ..... xi xcii 481 
The Sovereignty of the British Dominions 

xr TXT -r. ^ 167 TO. 

Kennedy, W. P. M., Constitution of Canada . . . 10 g 

Kenny, C. S., Outlines of Criminal Law . . 208 to., 270 to., 273 to., 

V ^ 283 to!, 574 to! 

Kent, Commentaries on the Constitution of the United States . 4-6, 32, 

« 145 TO., 158 TO.,’ I 61 to., 162 to! 

King, The, 

Blackstone on . . . . . . 7 8 9 

ordinances and proclamations . . . .51 

personal influence of , , . , . 461-464 
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liAFEERiliEE, TraiU d& la Juridiction administrative et des recours 

contentieux . . .334 n., 335 n., 361 366 w., 376 n., 

378 n., 379 n,, 387 n., 388 n., 391 n., 399 n. 
Laissez faire, doctrine of . xxviii, xxxi, Ixxii, Ixxyiii, Ixxxvii, civ, 173 

Lancaster, Duchy of. Chancellor of (see Chancellor of the 
Duchy of Lancaster) * 

Latham, R. T. E., Survey of British Ctmimonwealih Affairs (1937) 

xxxviii TO., Ixix 

Lauterpacht, H., Function of Law in the International Community 

Ixxiii TO. 

La Vie juridique des Peuples, vol. vi . . . 608 to., 613 to. 

Law, Laws, 

articles of continental constitutions . . .135 

association with convention .... xcix 
constitutional and ordinary, no distinction . . 89 

definition of . . . . . . .40 

fundamental laws .... 125, 127-131 

moral law and sovereignty of Parliament . 62, 63 

ordinary and public, distinction recognised in France . 339 

Law of the Constitution, 

defined . . . . . . 23, 24 

distinguished from conventions . . . 28-30, 417 

examples ...... 24-26 

means rules of strict law . . . . 30, 31 

Lawlessness, 

Dicey on increase of . . . Ixxxiv, Ixxxv 

Law Quarterly Review, vol. iv , . . . . 270 to. 

vol. xvii ...... 476 

vol. xviii ..... 287 to. 

(see Dicey, A. V., Wade, E. C. S.) 

Law Revision Committee 
Lawson, F. H. (see Kbib and Lawson, Cases in 
Lb Faurb, Les Lois militaires de la France 
League of Nations . 

Legislature, 

bi-cameral system favoured 
Lewis, Use and Abuse of Political Terms . 

Lex Regia, 1539 .... 

Libel, Law of ... . 240- 

Liberty of Individual, 

England, in 
Belgium, in 

Limitations on Sovereignty of Parliament (see Parliament, 
Sovereignty or Supremacy of) 


Constitutional Law) 


625 TO. 

302 TO. 
cii, cix 


. 407 

61 TO. 

• Ixviii, 50, 51, 53 
247, 578, 585-587, 588-592 

197, 200 
197, 201 


Lloyd George, War Memoirs 

Local Authorities, 

• 

. cxviii TO. 

contract, powers of 


537, 538 

other remedies against 


542-544 

tort, liability for . 


538-542 

London County Council .... 


liv 

Lord President of the Council 


cxvii 

Lord Privy Seal ..... 


. cxvii 
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Louis XIV ........ 78, 80 

Louis XV ......... 191 

Louis XVI ......... 191 

Lowell, Governments and Parties in Continental Europe 141 n., 169 71., 

608 n ., 615 %., 616 7i. 

Lyndhurst, Lord ........ 459 


Macaulay, Lord ........ 358 

History of England , 260 ti., 262 ?i., 263 ti., 297 n. 

MoCardie, Mr. Justice ...... 531, 575 

MacDonald, Ramsay ..... cxvi n,, cxxv 

Machinery of Government, Committee on (see Committee on the 
Machinery of Government) 

Magna Carta, 1215 ....... Ixviii, 206 

Mahon, Lord, History of England . . . . • . 46 

Maine, Sir H. ...... . 62 71. 

Maitland, F. W. . . . . . xxxv, 478, 479, 486 

Collected Papers ...... 486 

Constitutional History of England . . xxxiv, 479 

(see also Pollock and Maitland, History of 
English Law) 

Mandamus, Order of ..... . 526, 527 

Mansfield, Lord, 

on liberty of the Press . . . 247, 248 

Manual of Military Law .... 295 71., 307 w., 309 n, 

Marquardsen, Handbuch des Offentlichen RecMs . . 608 n, 

Marshall, Chief Justice ...... 177 

Writings 0 / ..... 163 ti., 471 n. 

Martial Law . . . . . . 32 ti., ch. viii, 394 

English law, how far recognised by . . 288-291 

magistrates, position of, under . . . 289, 290 

meaning of , . . . . . . 287 

soldier, legal position of . . . 286, 288, 289 

state of siege, equivalent in French law . 287, 292, 293 

Masson, Life of Milton ...... 260 71. 

May, Sir T. Erskine ....... 12 

Constitutional History ..... 313 n. 

Parliamentary Practice . cxl, 58 n., 59 n,, 312 71 ., 318 ti., 691 n, 

Mayer, Otto, Le Droit administratif allemand . , 328 ti., 329 n. 

Meeting, Public, Right of . . . oh. vii, App. sec. ii (1) 

admission of public ..... 672-576 

English law, in, how protected . . . 270-283 

lawful though contrary to public interest 282, 283 
limitations on . . . 277, 278-280 

magistrates, power and duties . 273, 274, 282, 283 
principles ..... 271-277 

proclamation of illegality, effect of . 281, 282 

unlawful assembly under . 271, 272, 662-564 
law, present state of . . , . . 552-676 

problem of, in modern law .... 547-562 

processions, law of .... . 600-662 

Scots law ...... 665, 556 
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Melboubnb, Lobd ...... 

Military Law, Manual of (see Manual of Military Law) 

600, 601 

Militia ...... 

, 

. 295 %., 296 

comparison with Territorial Army 

. 

. 309 

Mill, Considerations on Representative Government 

. 

196 71. 

Ministeb pob the Co-obdination op Depencb 

. 

. cxvii 

Ministbb pob Extebnal Appaibs 

. 

. .. cvii 

Ministbb of Tbanspobt, 

Committees of . . . 


. . xliii 

Rates Advisory, Committee of 


. . xliii 

Ministebial Responsibility 


. oh. xi 

enacted in Eire 


. xlviii 

matter of law, a . 


. 325 

Ministebs, 

can override the law . 


451, 463 

legal responsibility 

. 

. 325 

Parliament, responsible to 

. 

. 325 

Mjnistebs’ Powebs, Committee on {see Committee on Ministebs’ 

POWEBS) 

Ministre de Justice ..... 

. 

498, 499, 501 

Ministby, 

defeat of . 


. 30 

habeas corpus suspension, and 


. 230 

House of Commons, dependent on . 


.156 

loss of confidence in . 


449, 451, 456-458 

opposition of House of Lords . 


458-461 

resignation of . 


. 455-458 

vote of censure on . . . 


439, 449 

Ministby op Agbioultube 


. xHii n. 

Ministby op Health, 

and local authorities 

. 

. . xuu 

Ministby op Laboub, 

Unemployment Insurance Statutory Com- 

mittee of 

. 

. . xlm 

Modem Law Review, vol. ii . 

. 

647 n. 

Mommsen, Abriss des rdmischen Staafsrecht 

. 

286 n. 

Montesquieu ..... 

. 

42, 338 

De V esprit des his . 

. 

189 n., 255, 338 

Moobe, Commonwealth of Australia 

. 

. 141 7^. 

Mobeau, 

Le rlglement administratif 

. 

362 n. 

Prdcis iUmentaire de Droit ConMitutionnd 

. 

126 n. 

Mobgan, J. H. 

. 

. 601 n. 


(awd! 566 Robinson, G., Public Authorities arid Legdl 
Liability) 

MoBiiBY, Life of Diderot 
MOBIiBY, J. . . . - 

Mobbison, H., French Constitution 
Mutiny Act .... 


. 191 
120 n, 
135 w. 
. 299 


N 

Napoleon, Louis .... 
Napoleon Bonapabtb, 

administrative tribunals, and , 


82, 130 
339-341, 350 
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Napoleon Bonapabte {cordinued) — 

attitude to judges ..... 341-343 

Conseil d'Etat under ..... 348-350 

droit administratif, origin of . . . . 335, 336 

judges not to hamper government . . . 340-343 

Newcastle, Duke op ...... . 453 

Newspapers {see Press) 

New Zealand, 

Parliament, powers of . . 103, 104, 108-116, 167 

Non-Sovereign Law-making Bodies .... liii-lvi 

characteristics of .... 91-94 

colonial legislatures .... 102-121 

corporations ..... 94-99 

Council of British India . . . 99-102 

foreign non-sovereign legislatures . . 121-137 

France ...... 122-135 

meaning of ..... 92, 93, 94 


0 


O’Brien, T., British Experiments in Pvhlic Ownership and Control 544 n, 
Odgers, Libel and Slander . . . 240 n., 248 7&., 249 w., 260 n. 

Opposition, The ..... xcvi, cxix, cxxxii, 547 


Leader of ..... 

Order in Council ....... 

Obelli, Das Staatsrecht der Schweizerischen Eidgenossenschaft . 


. 141 

. 326 
608 n. 


P 


Paley, Moral Philosophy . . . . . . 9 w., 23 «. 

Paper Duties Bill, 1860 . . . . . cxxix 

Parliament, 

annual summons, practice of . . 440, 441, 446, 456 

authority unlimited . . . . . 41-43 

characteristics of sovereignty , . . 87-91 

dissolution of ..... 598-602 

conventions governing . . 432-437 

duration of . . . . , . 44-48 

exercises no executive power . . . 408, 409 

interference with private rights . . . 48-49 

privileges of, 

commitment, power of . . 597, 598 

conventions governing exercise of . 427-429 

effect of resolution on . . 56-58 

law and custom of . . . . xcvi 


procedure of, conventional law . . cxxxix, 27 w. 

refusal of supplies .... 447, 450, 454 n. 

reluctant to interfere with fundamental liberties Ixxxiii 
sovereignty or supremacy of . lii, liii, 470, 471, Part iii 
alleged limitations . . . . 61-70 


moral law . 
preceding acts 
prerogative 


62, 63 
64-70 

63, 64 
Ixv, Ixvi 


and Dominions . 
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Parliament { continued ) — 

Austin’s view .... 71, 72, 74-76 

common law and ..... Ixix 
examples ..... 43-46 

federalism, and .... Ivi-lxiii, 138 

nature of ..... 39-85 

no law Parliament cannot change . . 88, 89 

no rival authority .... 50-70 

electors . . . 59, 60 

judicial legislation . . 60 

King, the . . . .50 

resolutions of one House 54-58 

Statute of Proclamations 50-54 

political limitations on ... 71-85 

external .... 76-79 

internal . . . xlii-xlv, 80, 81 

positive and negative aspects . . 40, 68-70 

principle and its application, the . . xxvi-xlii 

relation of right of dissolution to . . 437, 438 

rule of law and .... oh. xiii 

apparent antithesis . . . 406 

explanation of reciprocity . 407-409 

Statute of Westminster, issues raised by . xlv-li 

(and see House of Commons, House of Lords) 


xliv, xlv, cxxxix, 45 n, 

. cxxxiii 

cxxix, cxxx 
. cxxx, cxxxi 
xliii-xlv, cxxviii, cxxix 
. cxxxii 

cxxxiii, cxxxiv 
App. sec. vi 
cxlv, 434, 436, 600 
cxxx, cxxxi 
. cxvii 
. ch. V 
. 206 
208, 284, 285 
cxli, 528-530 


206 


Parliament Act, 1911 

Commons and electors 
conventions enacted in 
creation of peers, and 
Dicey’s views on 
duration of Parliament, and 
Speaker, position of 
text of 

Peel, Sir R. 

Peers, Creation of 
Percy, Lord Eustace 
Personal Freedom, Right of 

Belgium, how secured in 
England, how secured in 

Petition of Right • • * . . 

Phillips, G. G. (see Wade and Phillips, Constitutional Law ; Kenny, 
Outlines of Criminal Law, 15th ed.) 

Pitt, William, Lord Chatham . 

Pitt, William 

Plouard, Les Constitutions frangaises 
Police, 

admission to meetings 
Council, the 

unlawful assembly, and . 

Politica (see Bailey, K. H.) 

Pollock, Sir F., 

Essays in Jurisprudence 
Law of Torts 

Pollock and Maitland, History of English Law 
Pope, Powers of the .... 


53, 435 
. 435,449,453,454 
191 n., 199 71., 222 n,, 238 

. . . 572-676 

• 'glui 

549, 557-560, 564, 669, 671 


60 
204 n. 
. 383 

. 80 
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Port, F. J,, Administrative Law . 

480, 481 

Powers, 


administrative .... 

. 487 

conventions and increase of governmental power . cxv-cxxiii 

discretionary, and emergency legislation 

411, 412 

judicial and quasi-judicial . xxxii, 

Ixxiv, Ixxv, xc, xci, xoiv 

of government, no immunity of officials 

387. 389, 390, 397, 409 

(and see Separation op Powers) 


Prerogative ..... 

. . . XXX 

Bacon on . 

. 371 

Cabinet and exercise of 

. . xcvii 

Cabinet government and . 

. . xxxiv 

curtailment of, in the 17th century 

. 485 

Dominions and 

. . cii-cix 

droit administratif compared with 

vi 

legislation by proclamation 

53, 54 

Parliament, and 

63, 64 

Parliamentary privilege, and 

. . xovi, 428 

peers, creation of . 

. cxxx, cxxxi, 432 

present extent of . 

464-469 

responsibility of Ministers, and 

. 25 

theory of, in 1785 . 

. . . 9 w. 

unreality of powers 

. 11 

Prerogative Writs (see Judioial Order, Remedy by, and Habeas 

Corpus) 


Press, Freedom op . . ch. vi, 247-269, 577, 582, 585-592 

absence of special law 

240, 241 

features of . 

248-252 

no censorship . 

248, 249 

offences dealt with in ordinary courts . 250-252 

France, comparison with . 

252, 253 

statement of early French law . 

254-259 

libel, law of, affecting 

. 585-587, 588-592 

licensing of printed matter 

259-262, 268, 677, 678 

statutory regulation 

587, 588 

Priestley, Essay on Government . 

. 47 

Prime Minister, 


a Commoner ..... 

. cxxii, oxlv 

circumstances of retirement 

455-458 

House of Commons and appointment of . 

. 408 

increase in power of . . . 

cxvi, cxviii, cxxi, cxxii 

legal and conventional position of 

. cxli, cxlii 

Private International Law, 


development in England . 

XV, 375 

Privileges op Parliament (^ee Parliament) 


Privileges op State Oppioials (see State Oppioials) 

Privy Council ..... 

. 326 

Canadian constitutional appeals 

. 98 

jurisdiction of . 

379, 380 

statutory rule-making powers . 
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